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Glossary 
 
Ai covicovi ni lou se draudrau: 
A form of ikovukovu land ownership (see ikovukovu). Land given to a woman by her clan upon her 
marriage to another clan.  
Ai sere ni sole ni mate: 
A form of ikovuklovu land ownership (see ikovukovu). Land given by someone who is terminally ill to 
a relative of kin as a gesture of thanks for their care. 
Dalo:        
Fijian root crop. According to Fijian tradition, dalo can take on the human characteristics of ancestors 
as it is nurtured by the soil in which it is buried. It is commonly eaten in traditional ceremonies in order 
to collectively consume and embody the spirits of the ancestors. 
Kastom / Kastam: 
A word that refers to traditional culture in many Melanesian societies such as Vanuatu, Solomon 
Islands and Papua New Guinea. Kastom is not a word used in Fiji, however there are similarities 
between kastom and the Fijian derived word of vakavanua which both tie traditional culture to land 
(see vakavanua). 
Kerekere: 
A Fijian custom whereby a relative or neighbour can request something that is needed, and it must 
willingly be given with no expectation of repayment. 
Koro: 
Fijian word for village. 
Ikovukovu: 
A pre-colonial land tenure practice permitted alienation of land to individuals not necessarily from the 
same mataqali or yavusa. These forms of ownership were called ikovukovu meaning individual 
ownership of land within another’s boundaries. These forms of ownership were recorded by the 
British but not recognised as formal land ownership due to their interpretation of pre-colonial land 
tenure as inalienable and communal. 
Informal Settlement: 
Refers to the formally illegal occupation of native land despite the presence of a vakavnua agreement 
(see vakavanua agreement). 
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Itaukei: 
The indigenous population of Fiji. 
Masi: 
Fijian word meaning barkcloth. 
Mataqali: 
Fijian word designating a collection of core family units known as tokatoka (see tokatoka). A collection 
of mataqali make up a yavusa (see yavusa). The mataqali is the primary land holding unit derived from 
Sir Arthur Gordon’s land tenure system implemented after the Deed of Cession in 1874. 
Melanesia: 
A geographical area that encompasses Papua New Guinea, The Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, and Fiji. 
Historically it has been used by anthropologists to designate an area that holds people of a singular 
ethno-cultural family. 
MIRAB: 
An acronym that stands for Migration (MI), Remittances (R), Aid (A), Bureaucracy (B). It is a term, that 
was coined by Bertram and Watters (1985) to describe the five most crucial elements that sustained 
Pacific economies.  
Polynesia: 
A geographical area that draws a triangle between New Zealand, Hawaii, and Easter Island, and 
encompasses all islands within this boundary including Tonga and Samoa. Historically it has been used 
by anthropologists to designate an area that holds people of a singular ethno-cultural family. 
Qele: 
Fijian word meaning cultivating ground. 
Squatter settlement: 
Refers to the formally illegally occupation of land on either state land, or native land without a 
vakavanua agreement (see vakavanua agreement). 
Tabua: 
Fijian word for a polished and decorated whale’s tooth that is an important cultural item in Fijian 
society. They are given as gifts in traditional ceremony tying two parties together in reciprocal 
relations.   
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Tokatoka: 
Fijian word designating the core family unit. A collection of tokatoka make up a mataqali (see 
mataqali). 
Urban Village: 
Jones (2016a, 2016b) has advocated for the redefining of informal settlements and squatter 
settlements (see informal settlement and squatter settlement). Alternatively he defines urban villages 
as places where traditional kinship ties are maintained, traditional subsistence livelihood activities are 
pursued, ceremonies involving crops produced in these subsistence livelihood activities are shared 
with close social contacts, and traditional land tenure agreements are also upheld. The urban village 
is an attempted recreation of the practices and social structures of the Melanesian rural village that 
seeks to bind people together. 
Vakavanua: 
Fijian word that refers to traditional Fijian culture that has similarities to Kastom (see kastom). First, 
it refers simply to land. Second, it refers to a group of people known as yavusa, who are united under 
a chief. Third, it has social and cultural connotations referring to the relations between members of a 
group and the values they hold. Combining these meanings, vakavanua is the laws, values, and 
customs of rural Fijian society that bind a group of peoples collectively together on the land where 
they are situated. Land is the primary life force of these shared values. 
Vakavanua Agreement: 
An informal agreement made between traditional landowners and settlers that allow them to reside 
on their lands. Wealth items such as whale’s teeth and kerosene are typically given to traditional land 
owners. Informal settlements on traditional lands are founded on the basis of a vakavanua agreement.  
Vanua: 
Vanua is an extension of the concept of the self that is tied to land and the spirit of ancestors that it 
holds.  
Yaqona: 
Fijian word for a plant from which an intoxicating drink is made from its roots. This drink is also known 
as kava. 
Yavusa: 
A collection of mataqali (see mataqali), who are united under a chief.  
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1. Abstract 
Oceania is undergoing a period of rapid urbanisation. For many Oceanic nations, cities already hold 
more than 50% of their populations. This is only projected to increase as urban population growth 
rates are outpacing national growth rates (Keen & Barbara, 2015). Fiji is no exception with 51% of its 
national population living in urban centres (427,008); 57% of this urban population lives in the nation’s 
capital Suva (244,000) (Fiji: Greater Suva Urban Profile, 2012). Across Oceania and Fiji, urban 
population growth is propelled by rural-urban migration. Faced with limited formal housing options, 
these rural-urban migrants are forced to live in informal settlements (Thornton, 2009; Walsh, 1978). 
These informal settlements, however, are not merely places of residence. They are urban villages that 
provide a place for the reproduction of traditional lifestyles and morality in the urban environment 
(Jones, 2016a, 2016b). With continued urban population growth, along with urban land development 
pressure, these forms of tradition produced in urban villages are continually being challenged (Bryant‐
Tokalau, 2014). Yet, they are far from being extinguished. Residents of urban villages are moulding 
place and sociality in response to these pressures of urbanisation. They are producing dynamic forms 
of urban tradition in which the two are reconciled. In the Fijian context, I define this reconciliation as 
urban vakavanua.  
To investigate this form of urban social change in Suva Fiji, I conducted ten months of 
ethnographic fieldwork in an urban village called Veitiri between October 2016 and July 2017. During 
my fieldwork, Veitiri was being developed by a residential co-operative that re-arranged the 
settlement spatially and socially. Following Postill (2011), I argue that there is a “field of residential 
affairs” in Veitiri where local authorities, residents, firms and other social agents compete and co-
operate over residential matters. In this field of residential affairs, residents collectively responded to 
pressures of urbanisation and development by integrating new forms urban of land tenure, spatiality, 
and infrastructure imposed onto them into an urban vakavanua.  
This production of urban vakavanua was also pursued through a more extensive 
communicative ecology that extended beyond the urban village of Veitiri. Urban village residents are 
part of extensive inter-city, inter-island, and trans-national relationships. To connect to these other 
peoples and places, urban village residents combine various forms of technical devises, 
communication and transportation infrastructures, and cultural institutions (H. Horst & Miller, 2006; 
Slater, 2014). I argue that personhood and tradition were transferred to the urban village through 
these communicative ecologies, imbuing the settlement with personal and traditional significance.  
Overall, this thesis explores how urbanism and tradition are reconciled in the rapidly 
urbanising Oceanic context. Through this exploration I ask, is this reconciliation sustainable? Will 
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urban forms of tradition continue to adapt to the pressures of urbanisation? Alternatively, will 
tradition be purged from the city as the processes of Oceanic urbanisation continue to propel forward?   
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2. Introduction 
This thesis juxtaposes “tradition” and “urbanism”, two key concepts operating in Fiji. Tradition 
signifies practices and customs of rural peoples drawn from the past. Urbanism signifies the forward 
development of the social, political, and economic life of the city. The former seemingly dissolves as 
the latter inevitably and perpetually creeps forward. I place these words together to challenge the 
notion that cities progress forward on a linear and predictable path in ways that purge the city of 
tradition. Rather, I agree with Murray’s (2008) observation that the city reflects a “state of mind” that 
brings together its residents, institutions, regulations, histories, physical landscapes, and 
infrastructures. It is a fluid and ever-evolving development that can lead to unpredictable and unstable 
forms of locality. I argue that tradition and urbanism are not only merging but are being forced to 
reconcile in the interactions between various residents, companies, and institutions in the urban 
context. In urban Fiji I define this uneasy and unstable reconciliation as urban vakavanua; vakavanua 
signifying the traditional Fijian way of life.  
For the duration of my ten months of ethnographic fieldwork in Suva, Fiji, between October 
2016 and July 2017 I was able to observe this reconciliation in an urban village named Veitiri which 
was undergoing a process of urban land development. This development forced residents to confront 
urban development and by finding ways to reconcile urban development and traditional ways of life. 
I was also able to observe that the manner residents of this urban village combined tradition with 
urban development was rooted in a broader urban movement. I found that residents drew from and 
connected to other urban villages, rural islands, and trans-national kin. Furthermore, these residents 
utilised these networks to adapt tradition in the urban landscape.  This thesis explores how urbanism 
and tradition were forcefully reconciled in the urban village of Veitiri and across the broader urban 
landscape of Suva. I pursue this investigation as I believe this experience of Veitiri has deep 
implications for the development of urban Oceania. The manner tradition and urbanism combine in 
an increasingly urbanising Oceania determine whether it will continue to be a place that residents feel 
is worthy of a traditional way of life.  
To introduce this thesis, I split this chapter into four sections. In the first section, I introduce 
the concept of urban vakavanua based on how I experienced it as I entered into the urban village of 
Veitiri. I introduce vakavanua as an omnipresent force that gazes over the everyday operation and 
production of locality in the settlement. I however also introduce urban vakavanua as an adapted 
urban form of tradition as residents are forced to reconcile tradition with the realities of urban living, 
and in the case of Veitiri, urban development. I frame this dynamic form of urbanism within the 
literature of urban social change. In the second section, I define and describe how I approach the 
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Oceanic urban field. I define the Oceanic urban field as a network of urban villages, suburbs, and public 
spaces, connected to broader trans-island and trans-national networks. This perspective 
fundamentally guides how I investigate the production of urban vakavanua in the urban field.  In 
particular, I use ethnographic methods to investigate how residents of the urban village assert their 
vision of the city using a variety of communicative practices across this interconnected urban field. In 
the third section I layout the structure of this thesis. This structure progresses from considering the 
production of urban vakavanua from within the urban village to steadily considering the influence 
broader inter-city, trans-island, and trans-national networks on the production of urban vakavanua in 
the broader urban field.  
Defining Urban Vakavanua 
I was being watched. From the moment I stepped off the plane, I was being watched. As I arrived at 
my hotel, I was being watched. As I bought bananas from youth on the street, I was being watched. 
As I was invited to his home on the outskirts of Suva Fiji, as I fished with him and his friends out on the 
lagoon, as I ate fish and rice with him and his family, as they invited me to live with them for the 
duration of my stay in Fiji, and as I arrived back to their urban village with my belongings, I was being 
watched. I was not the only one being watched, everyone was. Everyone in the urban village, in the 
heart of the city, and on the distant rural islands, we were all being watched. These watchful eyes did 
not belong to an earthly entity. They were metaphysical; supernatural. These eyes were looking for 
one thing only, and that was justice according to vakavanua, or “way of the land”. These eyes had the 
power to rectify grievances of this “way of the land” through their spiritual wrath. 
The gaze of these eyes has particularly been honed onto cities, and especially onto the urban 
village, where a great many grievances have taken place since the colonisation of Fiji. The lands of 
their settlement had been illegally alienated just like many others across Suva. The residents are 
categorised by the Fijian government as squatters, but they adamantly claimed that they are the true 
itaukei owners of the land. They told many stories of the unpleasant fates of land ownership and use 
abusers unleashed by the “eyes”. Furthermore, they believed not all these land ownership grievances 
have been resolved. A great prophecy of retribution to be set forth by the eyes looms in the back of 
their minds and hearts against those that have unjustly alienated and obtained urban lands.   
This superstitious context was what I was immediately thrust into soon after arriving in Fiji. I 
found that the residents of the urban village of Veitiri that I found myself in were faced with the 
complete redevelopment of their settlement by an Indian residential co-operative that formally 
owned the land. This co-operative had plans to relocate the residents of the expansive settlement to 
one of its corners, and subdividing the rest into plots ready for sale. This development threatened the 
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very existence of the urban village and the traditional ways of life it sustained — the challenges that 
the re-development posed amplified residents’ beliefs in this pervasive force of the “eyes” and its 
corrective powers against its unjust actions. However, more than amplifying superstitious belief, the 
redevelopment also sparked a settlement-wide mission to interpret what the eyes considered justice 
regarding land ownership, behaviour, and all-around way of life in the urban environment. There was 
a search for vakavanua, “way of the land”, specific to the urban village and city that these eyes would 
approve.   
This vakavanua way of the land applied to the urban environment was difficult to define for 
both me as a researcher as well as the residents of Veitiri. Vakavanua typically related to ways of the 
rural village derived from its development in rural history and tradition. How vakavanua applied to 
the urban environment was therefore frequently elusive and disputed. Despite this, the residents of 
the urban village embarked on a project to serve justice under the gaze of these eyes, following their 
interpretations of vakavanua in the urban environment. This thesis is fundamentally about how the 
residents of this urban village of Veitiri produced and protected urban locality according to an 
underlying loyalty to vakavanua. 
Meeting the City’s Gaze 
There were many reasons why I became captivated by this settlement-wide project to counteract the 
very immediate processes of urbanisation that were threatening its very existence. First of all, it was 
unavoidable. After a month of being in the urban village, the first bulldozers arrived to mark out where 
roads of the development to be carried out by the Indian residential co-operative would eventually 
be placed. The developers forced residents in the way of proposed roads to move. I witnessed many 
of them reconstruct their houses on subsidised allocated plots in the settlement. Other residents 
refused to budge with their houses remaining in the paths of ominously threatening bulldozers. The 
conversations these residents prompted were primarily about the fate of the settlement and how the 
development would alter the ways of life and history the settlement had established. These 
conversations were highly potent, littered with grave phrases and portentous inflections, on the far-
reaching implications of what it means to be Fijian and the future of Fijian ways of life. The very 
essence of the Fijian tradition tied to an overarching doctrine of vakavanua judged by these set of 
eyes seemed to be at stake. The high sense of traditional significance amongst these residents made 
it impossible to withdraw from these lines of inquiry.  
For a majority of the displaced or soon to be displaced residents, there was a breach of 
vakavanua that fundamentally involved the unjust formal land ownership by the Indian residential co-
operative. These settlers were adamantly claiming their ownership of the settlement citing the original 
illegal alienation by the British colonial administration and the circumstances of how it was obtained 
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by the current residential co-operative. Much of their land ownership narratives involved in-depth 
storytelling sessions, the use of historical and current documents stored in manila folders and books 
to support such stories. Upon hearing these testimonials of land ownership, I further became 
captivated but also immediately became confused. These narratives seemed to change daily, and they 
often conflicted against themselves. There were multiple different land ownership claiming kinship 
groups that borrowed portions of narratives from one another while also aimed at delegitimising these 
other competing narratives. What was certain was that this land ownership narrative construction 
was an essential component in some way serving the justice of the “eyes of the land”. It was at the 
very least a traditional basis of a justification that became entwined in fighting the external pressure 
of Melanesian urbanisation that the residential co-operative represented. How these residents of a 
formally illegally occupied settlement applied the traditional doctrine of vakavanua through land 
ownership narrative construction to battle a consuming wave of urbanisation seemed instantly 
compelling. How these complex narratives intertwined with a watchful doctrine of vakavanua, kept 
me transfixed.   
I soon came to realise however that not all residents were as focused on land ownership affairs 
as the foundational basis of vakavanua in their settlement. I found that the “eyes” equally responded 
to more than just these land ownership narrative productions and their justifications. The eyes also 
responded to actions and ways of life conducted on land in the present. The way that urban residents 
interacted with land and on land were equally important. If an urban resident was able to imbue land 
with personal and traditional significance through their actions, this was justification enough for the 
right to live there as faithful itaukei citizens. I saw multiple kinship groups in the settlement claim no 
ownership over the land of the settlement, but their connection and contribution to land were no less 
real. Some of these kinship groups were highly involved in maintaining traditional ceremony, and 
conducting local, interisland, and international exchanges in such ceremonies. These ceremonies and 
exchanges imbued the land with the personal and spiritual essence of itaukeis relationships places 
and people amplifying its importance. There were also vibrant spaces of gambling and electricity 
sharing which became places of sociality that bound together itaukei residents of the urban village on 
the land that they were situated. These spaces of collective solidarity were seemingly antithetical to 
increasingly depersonalised exchange relationships that the urban development seemed to be 
imposing by delineating property boundaries and attaching them with a price tag. The breadth of 
practices directed towards imbuing the settlement with vakavanua in everyday life and practice 
further piqued my interest in this production of counter-hegemonic locality. 
The more I met people within the urban village, and across other urban villages, the more I 
understood that the production of this form of locality that countered these urban pressures was a 
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shared experience across many families and settlements across Suva. There was undoubtedly a 
connection that united these urban villages together in this project with tangible impacts that 
permeated the urban spaces across and in between these urban villages. This shared project in many 
ways was prompted by the social networks that connected the numerous urban villages all 
experiencing the same threats of displacement and degradation of their settlements across Suva. 
However, this connection was fundamentally linked to the fact that they were all under the same gaze 
of the eyes of the city and shared concerns for the preservation of vakavanua. It was apparent that 
this gaze of the eyes and the motions that it set its urban residents on was having immense 
implications on the development of the Fijian urban environment. After this realisation, I met the gaze 
of the city. How a network of urban villages and residents imbued urban land and space with a 
significance aimed at counteracting urban development became the focus of my thesis. This was not 
by choice but was derived out of a context that revealed itself incrementally by the sheer impetus of 
the urban village residents I came into contact with. Perhaps I too was under the alluring gaze of the 
eyes that demanded this to be recorded.  
Urban Moral Ambiguity  
This form of itaukei urban place creation, however, did not reveal such a binary traditional/urban 
opposition as this introduction may at first suggest. Despite the implications that the development 
posed for a traditional way of life in the urban landscape, most of the settlers were not unequivocally 
against the development. The development offered a form of secure tenure that itaukei Fijians had 
historically been excluded from. As a result, many of the residents balanced the benefits of secure 
land tenure against the compromises to tradition that the development posed. We can begin to see 
this trade-off in the spatial reorganisation and relocation process of the development.  
The layout of the development required that the settlers of Veitiri relocate to smaller land 
holdings within the settlement. The residents would each be granted 225m2 plots in one corner of the 
settlement to rebuild their houses on in a grid-like pattern. For some settlers, their houses were 
already in the general area designated to them. Some of these settlers were not required to dismantle 
and reconstruct their houses as they fit perfectly into one of these plots. Other settlers were in this 
general area, but their houses were in the middle of these invisible boundaries, and they were 
therefore forced to dismantle their houses and reconstruct them mere meters away. Most settlers, 
however, were not in this general area and were forced to dismantle their houses and relocate to an 
area of the settlement that they previously had little connection with. For most settlers, this was a 
less than ideal compromise for secure land tenure, yet it was a promise of security that was denied to 
them since migrating to the settlement.  
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Insecure land tenure can be traced back to the British colonial administration. Colonial policy 
restricted itaukei movement and access to urban areas, which were the bureaucratic and 
administrative hub of the colony (Connell & Lea, 1994). A few urban settlements existed in the colonial 
period and were tolerated as they provided a source of labour in the form of itaukei Fijian and Solomon 
Islanders from the blackbird trade (Connell & Lea, 1994). After Fijian independence in 1970, there was 
an influx of rural migrants into settlements such as Veitiri. This is because many of the colonial policies 
that restricted movement and access to urban areas were lifted after independence (Connell & Lea, 
1994). There was a movement by itaukei Fijians to urban areas to not only capture the economic 
opportunities that the city provided but also to recapture the city that they had historically been 
denied (Connell & Lea, 1994). Urban management was not able to keep pace with this influx of 
migrants. Urban land was in high demand, and housing policy was inadequate to house these 
newcomers. This in part caused the establishment of squatter settlements on marginal lands in the 
main urban centres of Fiji (Kiddle, 2011; Walsh, 1978).  It has been the Fijian government’s attitude 
since independence to regard these settlers as temporary migrants as well as to carry out the policy 
to evict settlers from these lands as they became more desirable for investment (Barr, 2007; Bryant‐
Tokalau, 2014; Kiddle, 2011). Since independence, there has been a continued regime of urban 
exclusion prohibiting access to the city (Storey, 2003). The experience of Veitiri settlers is no exception.  
In the last decade, there has recently been an “attitudinal shift” in urban policy by the Fijian 
government to accommodate urban settlers. Phillips and Keen (2016) argue that this attitudinal shift 
has been motivated primarily by external pressure from the United Nations (UN), which through the 
UN Declaration of Human Rights recognises the basic human right of access to housing. Through the 
production of urban profiles and a push for a “New Urban Agenda”, the United Nations Human 
Settlement Programme (UN-Habitat) has influenced a receptive Fijian government looking to enhance 
its human rights record and reputation (Phillips & Keen, 2016). This pressure has resulted in 
constitutional amendments that protect settlers from arbitrary evictions and house demolitions 
without a court order. Even more notably, there have been efforts to search for solutions to secure 
tenure for these informal settlers (Phillips & Keen, 2016). I observed this compromise in the case of 
Veitiri. For the settlers of Veitiri, however, this continues to be less of a compromise and more of a 
dictation causing them to reconcile the benefits and costs of new urban management with traditional 
morality in the urban landscape.  
How these settlers approached these moral and pragmatic urban challenges varied between 
kinship groups, families, and individuals. Some settlers fixed unwaveringly upon a holistic form of 
urban vakavanua that they believed had been corrupted by the Indian landowners who had no right 
to itaukei lands, as well as the Fijian government that facilitated their development of the land. Other 
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settlers welcomed the development wholeheartedly as they saw it as an opportunity to obtain land 
and security that they never had before, and were willing to sacrifice traditional morality in the urban 
landscape to obtain it. Most settlers lay in between these two points on a spectrum: wanting to gain 
security while reconciling this new urban form of living with traditional ways and practices. This was 
still a forceful and reluctant reconciliation as they believed itaukei land ownership remained a 
paramount right that should be realized on their terms. In many instances, as moral sacrifices to the 
development were made, other methods that imbued the settlement with traditional significance 
were enhanced to compensate1.  
The urban village, therefore, revealed itself to be a place of moral ambiguity. As much as I 
analysed how urban space was imbued with traditional significance to counteract urban development, 
this realisation also directed me towards understanding how urban development and tradition are 
forced to reconcile with one another. This fundamentally involved the reshaping of relationships 
between people, land, and commodities into an urban assemblage that unites tradition with urban 
development. I define the resulting assemblage, which is specific to the Fijian context, urban 
vakavanua. Before I proceeded further with this term, I would like to highlight scholarly literature on 
“urban social change”, which provides a basis of how various social, material, spatial, historical, and 
idea-based elements that we see in urban vakavanua can assemble in the urban environment. 
Urban Social Change 
My focus on the redefining of relationships between people, place, and commodities, in the urban 
context, places this thesis well within the literature of urban social change.  This literature is drawn 
from the Manchester School of Anthropology (Epstein et al., 1967; Mitchell, 1987), urban assemblage 
literature (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; Dovey, 2009; McFarlane, 2011b), critical urbanism (Harvey, 1989; 
Lefebvre, Kofman, & Lebas, 1996; Marcuse, 2009), and locality (Amit, 2002; Appadurai, 1995, 1996). 
This literature analyses the social relations of the city not on the predetermined characterisation of 
the city according to the compression of social relations to rationalistic and utilitarian principals. It 
considers the interaction of complex social and historical process in the form of the urban assemblage.  
In the case of the urban village of Veitiri, at the forefront of the dynamic process of assemblage 
formation was the interaction of urbanisation and tradition in the development process. How the 
commodification of resources and relationships could co-exist or reconcile within a traditional ethos 
                                                          
1 Many processes of globalisation are forcing residents of Oceania to make complex decisions that affect the 
future of tradition in both rural and urban contexts, and as seen in Veitiri. These are thoroughly discussed in The 
Quest of the Good Life in Precarious Times: Ethnographic Perspectives on the Domestic Moral Economy (Gregory 
& Altman, 2018), in ways that discuss how engagement with outside ideas, labour migration, and materialism, 
are reconciled with tradition in the pursuit of “the good life”.  
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was frequently encountered within the bounds of the urban village.  Equally relevant in the formation 
of this assemblage was how colonial and post-colonial histories of urban exclusion produced stances 
of defiant urban reclamation and how this reflected in spaces of urban resistance. These legacies of 
urban exclusion continue to be highly influential in the production of urban assemblies across post-
colonial societies (McFarlane, 2011a, 2011b). The expansion of trans-island and transnational 
networks observed across Oceania also brings with it increased access to resources, opportunities and 
relationships which are incorporated into the urban assemblage. This thesis engages with the key 
underlying question of this literature of urban social change of how social and historical relations are 
imprinted onto a highly variable urban landscape.  
Urban anthropological analysis did not always consider the variability of cities based on social 
and historical relations. Hannerz (1980) observed in early anthropological analysis there was a distinct 
dichotomy between rural and urban environments. Rural villages were characterised as folk societies 
of strong social relationship and communication between its members as well as devoted adherence 
to custom. In urban societies, social relationships were considered highly segmented and impersonal. 
People satisfy their own rational needs from specialised and compartmentalised groups of other often 
socially distant peoples. As a result, the city becomes a place governed by institutions, rules and laws 
that seek to maximise the utility of its inhabitants efficiently. These governing institutions and ideas 
include those associated with industrialism and capitalism. Most notably relationships in this 
conception of the urban environment are mediated by monetary transactions between those involved 
in specialised labour. As Simmel (1903) argued, the city ruled by money is a place devoid of 
interconnecting personal relationships as it removes their need to satisfy needs (Hannerz, 1980). The 
view of the city as a pure utilitarian society was not uncontested by anthropologists conducting 
fieldwork in the global south of India (Pocock, 1960), Africa (Epstein et al., 1967), and Mexico (Lewis, 
1970). These anthropologists observed large cultural and social variance between cities, suggesting a 
reworking of this ethnocentric conception of urbanism (Hannerz, 1980). 
Subsequent anthropological work on the city called for the separation of the governing 
ideologies of industrialism and capitalism from urbanism, and rather to take a contextual historical 
perspective on urban social change. Such a perspective was influenced by the Manchester School of 
Anthropology and the work conducted in the African copper belt. This School’s work led by Epstein 
(1967) and Mitchell (1987) analysed the production of variable cities based on context-specific 
interactions between western and local cultural ideologies that were neither presumed as innately 
“urban” or “rural”. They specifically analysed the imposition of western social order through European 
forms of governance, the paternalism of the mining company, and city design and layout. They also 
analysed the relationships that its inhabitants had with peoples and cultures outside of the now-no-
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longer conceptually self-contained urban society. They analysed inter-relationships with peoples and 
cultures coming from rural society and the importation of certain cultural ideas. The difference here 
is that the historical interaction between context-specific ideologies culminated into urban 
environments that are unique in their social and cultural composition (Hannerz, 1980; Harvey, 1989). 
This re-conception of the urban environment opened its analysis as a dynamic place of social change 
where various historical and cultural interrelations alter the everyday operation and norms of the 
urban environment rather than it been presumptively known and characterised according to Western 
conceptions of the city.  
This re-conception of the urban environment parallels other analytical frameworks focussing 
on the contingent and historic processes that produce urban environments. The “urban assemblage” 
developed by Deleuze and Guatarri (1987) recognised that the way in which capital, culture, materials 
and natural ecologies interact are contingent on a unique set of relations specific to the context, that 
culminate these parts into a whole (Dovey, 2009; McFarlane, 2011b). It recognised like The 
Manchester School of Anthropology that there is a heterogeneity of terms and their resulting relations 
that form unique historically contingent environments. The assemblage framework advanced the 
analytical conception of the urban environment in a few ways. First, it more incorporated the concepts 
of materiality, and how expressions of meaning are defined in material objects, flows, and spatial 
connections. In turn, it also considered how materiality could be utilised to affect the way people 
interpret and behave in society (Dovey, 2009). Second, it also considered how the imaginary of the 
inhabitants of a city could lay its imprint on the socio-material production of the city. It gave an agency 
and possibility to morph the assemblage of the city in line with their goals and preferred ways of life 
(McFarlane, 2011b). Third, this imaginary of assemblage is relational and therefore still highly political. 
Other contesting visions held by other citizens, institutions, and capital of what the city is and should 
be contested and supersede others potentially leading to inequality through assemblage (McFarlane, 
2011b). The assemblage framework offers useful analytical tools in assessing the material and 
cognitive processes of social change in the urban environment, in addition to historical processes.  
An additional element to get at the heart of the production of the urban assemblage draws 
from “critical urbanism” with its focus on the power relationships that create inequality through 
assemblage. This framework drawing from the writings of Horkheimer (1972), Marcuse (2009), and 
Lefebvre (1996) recognised the presence of institutions and capital that attempt to colonise and 
discipline urban inhabitants. This recognition is not a return to Simmel’s hollow impersonal city. They 
argue that monetary resources can consign power over other resources; material, time, space, and 
authority that allows for control over social reproduction (Harvey, 1989). Unequal power relations can 
constrain the ability for the powerless to reproduce social relations in the city of their mind’s eye 
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(Harvey, 1989). However critical urbanism also recognises counter to the oppressive impacts of 
unequal power relations that there are possibilities from which the assemblage could be arranged 
differently. Indeed, even the utilisation of monetary resources in an environment of unequal power 
relations need not tend to one societal form but can form many different types of other assemblages 
(McFarlane, 2011b). Despite unequal power relations, there is the real potential for political and social 
mobilisation from the bottom that can have a real impact upon the assemblage (McFarlane, 2011a).   
From this recognition, there has been a revival of Lefebvre’s (1996) “right to the city”. This 
framework entails analysing urban populace’s political, social, and cultural actions to influence the 
production of the urban assemblage, making the city compatible with how they wish to conduct their 
own lives. Lefebvre (1996) argues that in a society of oppressive and unequal power relations, 
disenfranchised inhabitants of the city are entitled to assert their right to the city through political and 
social mobilisation (J. Foukona, 2015). This assertion to the “right to the city” hints at more active 
participation of urban inhabitants in the shaping of the urban environment as an ethnic project. It 
brings to life the imaginary of urban inhabitants into a conscious project of reproducing social relations 
and place rather than that of passive influence or determinism. Appadurai (1995) for instance 
describes the production of “neighbourhoods” that are not only a product of contextual historical and 
social relations but rather their inhabitants can produce these contexts. The relation with the historical 
and social process is dialectical and interactive with the broader urban environment. Therefore, when 
analysing the production of urban locality, the analysis needs to consider how they are both a product 
of their unfavourable social and historical context, as well as an insurgent ethnic project aimed at 
remedying unequal power relations to define the city according to their imaginary. This suggests that 
the production of locality is an oppositional project and pits certain ways of life and custom against 
others (Appadurai, 1995).  
This oppositional and persistent relationship between colonial and commercial domination 
and the production of tradition is highly relevant and well documented in the Melanesian literature. 
Thomas (1992, 1993) argued that there is an “inversion of tradition” whereby certain traditions are 
produced in opposition to society or ideology of difference. He argues that there is a process of 
oppositional cultural objectification. In Melanesia, aspects of traditional culture emphasising 
communalism, continuity, strong kinship and social bonds, and reciprocal exchange have historically 
been pitted against individualism, land commodification and development, and commodified 
exchange of both Indian and European cultures. Thomas (1992) argued the practice of kerekere 
became a more widespread tradition after the arrival of European colonisers and Indian indentured 
labourers, broadly promoting communalism as opposed to individualism espoused in these other 
cultures. As Linnekin (1992) points out, however, cultural objectivists can be defined into two camps; 
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conservative and critical. Critical objectivists tend to delegitimise cultural constructions as spurious 
and discontinuous. Conservative objectivists tend to give authority to those to define authentic culture 
and tradition. Keesing (1989, 1994) straddles this divide by recognising the continuities between the 
past and current cultural constructions while also recognising this constructed nature especially in 
response to (post)colonial influence. In Melanesia there is the recognition that land tenure is derived 
from practices of vakavanua or kastom, yet also highly shaped by colonial administration (France, 
1969; G. R. Ward, 1995; S. Ward, 2003). Keesing (1982) argues the very recording and consolidation 
of tradition tied to land tenure is a requirement of colonial administrative legacy. As much as 
vakavanua or kastom is oppositional to colonial administration and organisation, it is also embedded 
in the structures and legacies of colonialism.    
I believe this multifaceted and dynamic relationship of urban assemblage formation that 
considers the intermeshing interactions between tradition, history, social, and power relations, is 
highly represented in the production of the urban village of Veitiri. This thesis follows much of this 
literature in exploring how urban places such as the urban village are produced through this 
intermeshing of relations. It explores how the urban village has become a subversionary place that 
contests historical urban exclusion and unequal power relations in a post-colonial urban context. 
However, also like much of this literature, it recognises the moral confusion and ambiguity 
experienced by urban residents as urban opportunities and influences are presented to them. The 
new looming configuration of the development presents land tenure security but one that further 
challenges to the pursuit of tradition in the city, especially traditional connections to land, and land 
ownership.  This thesis explores the assemblage that is produced in this process as various residents 
in a chaotic and interactive process reconcile tradition with a new and enforced urban context of the 
development. I call this new assemblage urban vakavanua. 
Urban Vakavanua 
To more thoroughly define urban vakavanua, I first need to define vakavanua more accurately. Vanua 
has a complex meaning in that it has multiple interdependent meanings. First, it refers simply to land. 
Second, it refers to a group of people known as yavusa, who are united under a chief. Third, it has 
social and cultural connotations referring to the relations between members of a group and the values 
they hold. Combining these meanings, I interpret vakavanua to be the laws, values, and customs of 
rural itaukei society that bind a group of peoples collectively together on the land where they are 
situated. Land is the primary life force of these shared values (Jolly, 1992; Overton, 1999; Tomlinson, 
2002). Ancestors are buried in the earth and imbue the crops that grow in the soil. They are 
subsequently consumed by the people who live on the land. This provides a continuity of relations and 
value between the ancestors of the past and peoples of the present (Jolly, 1992; Tomlinson, 2002). 
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Perhaps more importantly, it unites the group of people consuming and sharing the same produce, 
and therefore the same ancestral essence on the land, in the present (Overton, 1999). With this 
emphasis on the continuity of values held in land, I define vakavanua as the way of the land in the 
sense that it is a philosophy of living inseparable from land. In many, this emphasis on the continuity 
of relations through land ways inform the values and practices that define vakavanua. These 
predominantly revolve around a sense of community and reciprocity within kinship relations 
surrounding agricultural practices and goods (Overton, 1999).    
 This philosophy of vakavanua is expressed through practice in a number of ways. First 
vakavanua is expressed in ceremonies that accompany funerals, weddings and fundraisers. It is at 
these ceremonies that this sense of community and reciprocity can be fostered. At these ceremonies 
food is collectively shared between members of the same kinship lineages and/or village members, 
tying them together. These ceremonies also typically involve the exchange of traditional wealth items. 
At funeral ceremonies for instance traditional wealth items such as whales teeth (known as tabua), is 
given to the representative of the family who has endured the loss (Eräsaari, 2018). This tabua is often 
immediately reciprocated by the receiving representative with another similar object (Eräsaari, 2018). 
While the exchanges are deemed equal, the exchanges have produced “value” in establishing equality 
between the parties, tying them together. Such reciprocal exchange can be found across all Fijian 
ceremonies (Eräsaari, 2018). Second, vakavanua is upheld by rituals. Similar to the communal eating 
of food, the drinking of yaqona has the effect of connecting to certain forms of spirituality of the 
ancestors embedded in soil (Turner, 1992). Rituals surrounding the serving of yaqona however also 
uphold traditional hierarchies. These rituals include the order of serving of yaqona and the spatial 
positions that yaqona drinkers occupy in such ceremonies (Toren, 1989; Turner, 1992). The ways in 
which rituals surrounding yaqona reify traditional hierarchies are embedded in the Fijian conceptions 
of vakavanua despite seemingly being at odds with its ethos of equality (Turner, 1992). Other rituals 
surround respect, such as removing ones hat before entering a village. 
 Here I define vakavanua according to its rural application, where there is itaukei land 
ownership, the prevalence of agriculture, and the stable residency of groups of people. The urban 
environment in Fiji and broader Melanesia (depending on the specific context) may possess only a 
few, or none, of these prerequisites. The urban context is in many ways counterintuitive to vakavanua 
due to the alienation of land, the depersonalisation of relationships, the presence of large technical 
infrastructures, and the commodification of resources. I argue that this urban context does not 
necessarily prohibit the production of this form of rural vakavanua. However, residents find new and 
inventive ways to reproduce the values of vakavanua in the urban context. In this thesis, I will show 
how residents of the urban village incorporate the spaces, infrastructures, technologies, and 
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commodities of the urban environment into traditional relationships. They redefine the relationships 
between people, place, and commodities within the urban assemblage in ways that reconcile 
traditional values and their urban context. They produce an urban vakavanua that defies the 
challenges of this urban context. 
 This urban vakavanua is substantially different from the rural embodiment of vakavanua. In 
the context of the development of the settlement, the connection of vakavanua to land is still highly 
important but is tenuous due to the further alienation of urban land. As a result, much of the 
redefining of urban relationships by the residents of the urban village is directed towards imbuing land 
with traditional significance in inventive ways. Land ownership narratives are produced that counter 
the colonial alienation of urban lands and the development. Physical and technical infrastructures are 
incorporated into producing spaces of communality and reciprocity. Trans-island and trans-national 
communication and exchange are also utilised to imbue land with traditional and personal significance 
from places outside of the urban village. The relationships to land, therefore, do not perfectly 
resemble a traditional vakavanua connection to the land, but through the redefining of urban 
relationships, residents approximate this connection. Similarly, the ceremonies and rituals attached 
to rural forms of vakavanua are also adapted. This thesis explores the intricate processes of how 
interconnected personal, cultural, and land-based connections are formed to create urban vakavanua.   
  It is important to highlight here that I continue to define urban vakavanua as a counter-urban 
movement against urban developers and urban governmental institutions. In many ways, urban 
vakavanua is a response to what many Fijians believe is the misappropriation of vakavanua by urban 
governmental institutions (Overton, 1999). It is a move to take the preservation of vakavanua into 
their own hands, in response to governmental misappropriation of the term. This distrust in the ability 
of the government to protect vakavanua originated with the actions of the Council of Chiefs during 
the colonial period, which was given the role of protecting Fijian custom and land. Itaukei Fijians widely 
believed that the Council of Chiefs supported an interpretation of Fijian custom that restricted itaukei 
movement and urban inclusion. This, in turn, facilitated a concentration of colonial power and control 
(Overton, 1999). This misappropriation of vakavanua has carried forward to current governmental 
appropriations of vakavanua, especially through institutions such as the Native Land Trust Board 
(NLTB). There have been certain contentious cases where the NLTB has released native land for 
commercial use, sometimes without appropriate consent from native landowners. This has primarily 
concerned agricultural leases (Overton, 1999). However, there is also contention surrounding the 
release of urban land on coastal areas by the NLTB for tourist development that has sparked a call for 
the return of all coastal (mataqali) lands to local indigenous ownership (Bryant‐Tokalau, 2014). In the 
context of the urban village of Veitiri, as much as the development represents the promise of secure 
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land tenure, the government’s complicity in allowing the development to proceed is believed to be a 
betrayal of vakavanua in favour of commercial and Indian interests. I argue that the production of an 
urban vakavanua is in part a grassroots response to the widespread belief in the misappropriation of 
vakavanua by the urban governing institutions. It is an attempt to take control of the task of protecting 
vakavanua, which they feel is being abused in the urban context.  
 This production of urban vakavanua as a political response is a phenomenon that is shared 
across urban Melanesia. In the book Kastom, Property, and Ideology: Land Transformations in 
Melanesia, the authors argue that residents of informal settlements across the region are involved in 
imbuing their environments with traditional or personal significance that legitimise their claims to 
urban lands (McDonnell, Allen, & Filer, 2017). This is a form of “counter-exclusion” which, drawing 
from Hall, Hirsch and Li (2011), can be defined as “collective mobilisation by groups of people seeking 
to counter their exclusion from land as territory or productive resources, and to assert their own 
powers to exclude” (McDonnell et al., 2017). In particular, Foukona and Allen (2017) argue that in the 
Solomon Islands, Malatians have legitimised their belonging in urban Honiara by constructing identity 
narratives that tie their history of labour migration to the city. Similarly, Rooney (2017a, 2017b) shows 
that in the ATS settlement in Port Morseby in Papua New Guinea, the oro province identity held by its 
residents is mobilised to secure urban land in the settlement. Oro identities have not only historically 
allowed others of the same identity secure land in the ATS settlement through personal connection 
and shared ties, but it also provides a moral and political basis for inclusion in the settlement. 
The production of urban vakavanua, and similar forms across Melanesia, has many 
implications for the future of the Fijian and Oceanic cities. The challenges and experiences that the 
residents of Veitiri face in reconciling tradition and urbanism has great relevance to broader urban 
Oceania. They have translatable implications for how urban Oceania will continue to develop in very 
similar contexts, of which I will give an overview in the next section. Drawing on my fieldwork in the 
urban village of Veitiri, Suva, Fiji, I ask whether urban Oceania will be a place where tradition and 
urbanism will continue to co-exist. How tenuous will this relationship between tradition and urbanism 
be? Will the cultural bastion of the urban village be slowly devoured by capital investment, western 
norms of urban sociality, spatiality, and external cultural influences? I address these questions by 
investigating the processes by which urban village residents imbue urban land and the sociality of the 
settlement with traditional significance, thus defying these encroaching forces of urbanisation. I find, 
as in the literature on “urban social change”, that relationships between people, place, commodities, 
infrastructures, and various elements of the urban landscape (and beyond) can be brought into the 
historically defined relationships of the city. In this sense, in the case of Suva, Fiji, an urban vakavanua 
can be produced based on the prevalence of loyalty to tradition or “the eyes”. It is also continually 
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challenged and undermined based on the constraints that the legacies of poor urban governance and 
colonial policy have placed on the pursuit of tradition. This thesis analyses these intricacies.  
Approaching the Field 
Fiji is a group of 332 islands located in the Pacific Ocean shown in figure 1. 106 of these islands are 
inhabited. The two largest islands are called Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. These are the two most 
populated islands in Fiji, where the largest urban centres (Suva, Nadi, Lautoka, and Labasa) are 
located. According to the latest Fijian census held in 2007, Fiji has a total population of 837,271 people. 
51% of this population (427,008) live in urban areas. Suva, indicated in red, is the largest of these cities 
and is the nation’s capital, with 57% of this urban population (244,000). This population is spread 
across a sprawling area known as the Greater Suva Urban Area (GSUA), shown in Figure 2 (Fiji: Greater 
Suva Urban Profile, 2012). Suva is urbanising rapidly, with much of the new population originating 
from rural islands and settling in squatter or informal settlements (Fiji: Greater Suva Urban Profile, 
2012). There are approximately 90,000–100,000 people living in squatter or informal settlements, and 
60% of these live in an area known as the Suva-Nausori corridor, also shown in Figure 2 (Thornton, 
2009).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: FIji 
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(Source: Fiji: Greater Suva Urban Profile, 2012) 
 
 
Figure 2: Greater Suva Urban Area (GSUA)  
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There are many unique distinguishing characteristics of each settlement located in this area. 
Some settlements are located on steep embankments close to the centre of Suva, their houses closely 
nestled in between formal suburbs. Some settlements are near the main transportation routes and 
roadside markets where their residents can make an informal living. Some settlements are in peri-
urban areas further towards Nausori, where there is greater room to spread out and even have 
agricultural plots. In almost all cases, however, these urban villages occupy marginal lands as these 
are the places that were available to occupy informally (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). Veitiri is characterised 
by its peri-urban location and coastal proximity. It is located at the end of a side street that leads away 
from a main transportation route. At the end of this road, there is a footbridge that leads into a low 
lying and marshy area on which the settlement is located. As you walk deeper into the settlement 
along many of its interweaving dirt paths leading past collections of corrugated houses, clearings for 
playing rugby, and agricultural plots, you eventually reach a series of waterways lined with mangroves. 
Along these waterways are the homes of fishermen untangling nets and guiding small boats up and 
down the waterways that lead into Laucala Bay. The settlement was a place of rural recreation that 
was both sheltered and obscured from the urban landscape while granting access to many of the 
commodities and informal urban livelihood activities that the city had to offer. 
The settlement of Veitiri certainly had unique distinguishing characteristics, yet there is also a 
key similarity between it and the other many settlements located in the Suva-Nausori corridor. Jones 
(2016a, 2016b) defines these settlements as urban villages and is opposed to the definition of them 
as squatter or informal settlements. He recognises that they each have a social and cultural value that 
exceeds their formally defined illegal status. They are places where traditional affinal kinship ties are 
maintained, traditional subsistence livelihood activities are pursued, ceremonies involving crops 
produced in these subsistence livelihood activities are shared with close social contacts, and 
traditional (informal) land tenure agreements are also upheld. The urban village is an attempted 
recreation of the practices and social structures of the Melanesian rural village that seeks to bind 
people together. They are bastions for cultural reproduction in the urban landscape. Yet they are also 
places of precariousness that are created out of poor urban management policy that has historically 
ignored their existence.  
In many ways, these urban villages are also tied together into a city-wide network. Many of 
these other urban villages include members of related kinship networks or migrants from the same 
island. The urban environment provides the opportunity to interact with others originating from other 
municipalities, leading to intermarriages and thus movement between urban villages. Jones (Jones, 
2016a) has argued that in the Melanesian context, the presence of a network of urban villages has 
produced village-like cities. He argues that the presence of this network of urban villages maintains 
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and transfers a traditional socio-cultural order into the wider urban environment. Similarly, I argue 
that this social and cultural interlinking of urban villages helps support an urban vakavanua that is not 
only contained to isolated urban villages but can spread and be supported by others and in spaces in 
between.   
This characteristic of urban Suva as a network of urban villages is not unique to Fiji but is a 
broader characteristic of Oceanic nations. Much like Fiji, these nations are undergoing rapid urban 
population growth. The Solomon Islands has an urban population growth rate of 4.4%, which is twice 
the rate of its national population growth (Keen & Barbara, 2015). Vanuatu and Kiribati face similar 
rapid urban growth that outpaces national population growth. Papua New Guinea is also experiencing 
rapid urban population growth, with their urban population set to double by 2030 to 2 million (Keen 
& Barbara, 2015). Also, like Fiji, these Oceanic nations have historically had poor urban management 
policy, which has necessitated the rise of similar forms of urban villages as there have been no other 
reasonable alternatives for rural-urban migrants (Jones, 2016a). These urban villages differ slightly 
depending on their own national and cultural contexts. Urban villages in Vanuatu are in some regards 
even more exemplary reproductions of rural islands left behind. Many settlement names and village 
layouts are replicated from places on rural home islands. Their residents are also more strictly 
composed of people from a single island of origin, as opposed to Fiji’s mixed composition. These urban 
villages have similarly been a staunch bulwark against urban property development (Lindstrom, 2012). 
Despite regional differences, these urban villages are bastions of cultural reproduction in the urban 
environment that penetrate the broader urban landscape shared across the region (Jones, 2016b). 
Furthermore, they are cultural bastions that seem to exist to counter processes of urbanisation that 
have sought historically to reform the urban assemblage in ways that purge it of traditional 
relationships (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). These networks of urban villages provide the social and cultural 
infrastructures to resist the pressures of Oceanic urbanisations. 
Field of Residential Affairs 
I use Postill’s concept “field of residential affairs” to investigate how urban vakavanua is produced 
within this network of urban villages. Postill (2011) defines “the field of residential affairs” as “the field 
of practice in which local authorities, residents, firms and other social agents compete and co-operate 
over residential matters”. Postill’s (2011) work was situated in Malaysia and analysed how a diverse 
array of Malaysian actors interacted to influence and implement local public policy. In particular, he 
analysed how Malaysian residential committees utilised the internet as an activist platform where 
residents could voice certain public concerns that would be heard by local government. He found that 
using various platforms of media and communications, Malaysian citizens in this field of residential 
affairs were able to impact their local residential context. I have chosen to use Postill’s (2011) “field 
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of residential affairs” to analyse how the urban village of Veitiri and surrounding urban landscape is 
assembled and adapted in a context of urbanisation and change. This is because it considers the 
relational interconnections between various actors in the formation of this assemblage. In particular, 
it considers how these interconnections between actors are mediated through various forms of media 
and communication. I will here elaborate how I theorise the urban field according to Postill’s “field of 
residential affairs”. 
Postill’s (2011) concept of the “field of residential affairs” is highly aligned with “field theory”, 
which is most associated with Bourdieu (1993). Field theorist argue that a “habitus”, or a set of values, 
dispositions, reflexes, and forms of behaviour defines the social world in which individuals live. Each 
individual in the “habitus” holds certain social, economic, cultural, and symbolic capital that can be 
utilised in the “fields of power” to alter its composition (Bourdieu, 1993). We can view the urban 
context of Suva as a “habitus” that consists of urban villages and residents who have certain 
conceptions of how their urban social world should be organised and structured according to 
traditional principles. There are actors, such as the residential co-operative, who seek to format the 
urban environment to extract capital gain from land and to commoditise and formalise relationships. 
Other actors from the Fijian government are tasked with balancing between these forms of tradition 
and urban development through public policy. How these actors utilise their forms of capital in “fields 
of power” determines the composition of the habitus. The urban social world of Suva is torn between 
various positions of its actors in its “fields of power”, and its composition is ever-shifting. Its 
composition at each stage represents a compromise between tradition and urbanism with urban 
vakavanua hanging in the balance. 
Technology and Communication 
Postill (2011) stresses that field theory provides a framework to analyse these interactions between 
local authorities and residents through communication technologies. He argues that field theory 
considers local authorities and residents not as discrete entities but relationally in “the field of 
residential affairs”. They compete and co-operate over matters of a given locality in this domain of 
practice, and this often occurs through various technologies and communication platforms such as 
the internet. I equally see competition and co-operation occur between actors within the urban village 
of Veitiri who use technology to produce locality, but in ways that blur this relationality between 
residents and local authorities. I found that much of this competition and co-operation using 
technology took place among urban village residents and their extended network as they searched for 
and established their ideas of urban vakavanua in the urban village. I was drawn towards the conflict 
and co-operation surrounding the formation and adaptation of infrastructural assemblages to 
promote a sociality that reflected an urban vakavanua. I was also drawn to exchanges mediated by 
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mobile phones that imbued urban land with traditional significance. It was through the mobile and 
mobile infrastructures that residents were able to produce locality that in turn challenged and 
delegitimised urban development. The production of a locality that is reflective of urban vakavanua 
was pursued through communication technologies by urban village residents. Yet, this largely 
excluded local authorities and the land developer. The manner residents competed and co-operated 
with local authorities and land developers was, conversely, non-technical.  
In many instances, the mobile phone was seen by residents as an illegitimate form of 
interacting in the “field of residential affairs” with local authorities and land developers, and even 
among other residents. Other forms of complex and difficult to trace social interaction were often 
preferred, such as through rumour, spiritual connection, narrative construction, and exchange. These 
forms of social interaction were by-products of a highly conscious and paranoid perception that an 
unsympathetic Fijian government surveils the public and restricts free speech through mobile phones 
and the internet (Tarai, Kant, Finau, & Titifanue, 2015b). Instead of the mobile phone, there was a 
preference for the gathering of tangible historical and legal documents to combat rather than co-
operate with local authorities and land developers. There was also the idea that such a technical 
device as the mobile cannot mediate certain forms of tradition in communications with other urban 
village residents or local authorities. I, therefore, observed in the urban village of Veitiri the use of a 
combination of different technical and non-technical instruments of communication that bridged such 
gaps in the field of residential affairs. Here I argue that the ways many forms of communication and 
exchange combine in the field of residential affairs need to be considered.  
I am drawn to the theory of communicative and financial ecology to analyse how certain 
technical and non-technical forms of communication combine in this field of residential affairs. 
Communicative ecologies refer to the complex systems of communication, media, and information 
flows within a community or communicative assemblage (H. Horst & Miller, 2006; Slater, 2014). 
Communicative ecologies include various forms of channels of information flows, ranging from 
electronic forms of media, institutional channels of communication such as kinship networks and 
governmental institutions, and transportation routes or paths. The communicative ecology is 
fundamentally utilised and shaped according to the social and cultural purposes of its users (H. Horst 
& Miller, 2006; Slater, 2014). Financial ecologies are like communicative ecologies in that they are 
complex systems of exchange comprised of various means and channels of exchange, which mediate 
the exchange of a variety of monetary and non-monetary items between a variety of peoples and 
institutions. This financial ecology, like the communicative ecology, is utilised according to the social 
and cultural context of a community or financial assemblage (H. Horst & Miller, 2006; Slater, 2014). 
Communicative and financial ecologies are linked. Communication channels are often utilised to 
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conduct exchanges, and financial channels are often used to communicate information (H. Horst & 
Miller, 2006). These frameworks have been used to analyse how communication and communication 
technologies fit within broader cultural and economic systems.  
Horst and Miller (2006) analysed how mobile phones integrate into socio-cultural practices of 
coping in Jamaica. The mobile was used as an extension of communication of the already present 
systems to call upon assistance from kin, friends, or acquaintances in times of need. It was used by 
students to ask for school supplies, as well as by single mothers who required financial support to care 
for their family, in increasingly dispersed and trans-national networks. The mobile was incorporated 
into the communicative ecology to increase the breadth of people who could be called upon since 
having an extensive contact list permits one to link to distant family members and trans-national 
acquaintances. The communicative ecology approach has also been used by Horst and Taylor (2014)  
to analyse the use of mobiles in transnational networks by peoples separated by physical border 
crossings. Mobiles, in this case, were used to organise exchanges, meetings, and communications 
between people separated by the border. The mobile helped navigate border crossings and meeting 
times that were hampered by the physical and logistical barrier that the border presented. The use of 
the mobile was also impacted by two different pricing regimes and regulations that existed on either 
side of the border. I highlight these two uses of the communicative ecology approach as they both 
involve a combined analysis of communicative and financial ecologies that were affected by social, 
cultural, and infrastructural context.  
I argue that the communicative ecology framework used in these contexts can also be used to 
analyse “the field of residential affairs”. I deploy it to understand how residents and local authorities 
compete and co-operate in a complex communication ecosystem whereby social and historical 
constraints that are unique to their context prohibit technologically mediated communication that is 
detached from context. It allows for an understanding of how various technical and non-technical 
communication methods are combined and utilised based on their historical, political, and social 
contexts. The communicative ecology perspective is not only useful for analysing how residents and 
local authorities relate. It is also useful for analysing how residents compete and co-operate in 
complex communications ecosystems to promote and establish their interpretations of how the urban 
village should be assembled.  
An Ethnographic Approach 
I investigated the production of locality in this “field of residential affairs” using an ethnographic 
approach. As I have noted, this research is highly situated within the literature of urban social change 
and draws from the urban ethnographic approaches that this literature follows. I follow this literature 
by situating myself within the urban context of those who are confronting the challenges and 
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opportunities of urbanism. This allowed me to map this intricate urban context through personal 
experience and observation. It also revealed the intricate communicative and financial ecologies that 
framed conflict and co-operation in this field of residential affairs, culminating in the production of an 
urban vakavanua. Here I will specify how I was specifically situated within this field of residential 
affairs.  
As I suggested earlier, my introduction into this field of residential affairs was in many ways 
accidental. Upon arriving in Suva, I met a young street vendor. Through the momentum of Fijian 
hospitality, I was invited to live with his family in the urban village of Veitiri. From the outset of my 
fieldwork in October 2016 through to July 2017, the development of their settlement was underway, 
as well as the residents’ resistance to the development. This family was part of an extensive network 
within and beyond the urban village that allowed me to observe how a variety of residents resisted 
development. This network included their Lauan kinship group, which lived in the surrounding houses. 
These kinship groups also had strong ties to residents of other urban villages, as well as trans-island 
and trans-national networks. Each member of the family had unique connections. The father, Tomasi, 
knew each kinship group elder in the settlement and on his distant rural island; the mother, Josivini, 
knew other women conducting informal livelihood activities in Suva central market; the daughter, 
Lilieta, was married to a military officer posted in the Middle East; and the son, Joni, was connected 
to a network of youth in central Suva. By living with this single family in the urban village of Veitiri, I 
was immediately connected to an extensive and diverse network of peoples and places. Furthermore, 
I was able to observe how this family and others utilised these networks within and without the urban 
village to confront the challenges and opportunities that the urban environment presented, in 
particular, the development of their settlement. I made a conscientious effort to observe how this 
family, and others within this network, drew upon these networks to shape their urban environment.  
Primarily, I followed communication flows to investigate how these networks formed and 
combined into complex and interconnected communicative ecologies that subsequently influenced 
the “field of residential affairs”. Following communication and exchange has been employed 
ethnographically to analyse how place and people of local sites are affected by connections to a 
greater “global” system (Marcus, 1995). I am influenced by Olwig (2007) who followed 
communication, exchange and personal journeys of Caribbean migrants over a prolonged time to 
analyse their cultural meanings of migration and home.  For my research, I followed communications 
that either promoted vakavanua in the settlement challenged urban development, or quite simply 
aimed towards surviving in the everyday urban environment. As I followed this communication, I 
began to map out large chains. I followed residents’ rumours relating to traditional ownership. These 
rumours lead to other kinship groups that contested or amended such stories, to experts in 
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surrounding suburbs and urban villages who were experts on traditional kinship lineages linked to 
land, and particular government employees and land developers. I also followed flows of electricity 
down wires across the settlement, which subsequently connected to various forms of kinship 
relationships, sociality, and obligations. I followed trans-island and trans-national flow of resources to 
and from the urban village. In one instance, I was able to physically follow these resources between 
the urban village and a distant rural island, spending five weeks on the in the Lauan islands. I 
accompanied urban village residents to other urban villages, markets, sports grounds, and spaces in 
between where urban solidarities were expressed. This process unfolded in an organic, unforced 
manner that allowed me to observe how these communicative ecologies were linked in pivotal 
moments of locality production. In particular, I was able to observe how various technical and non-
technical communications combined into an intricate communicative ecology within this field of 
residential affairs.  
However, I did much more than follow and observe communication and exchange. I was able 
to more deeply investigate communication and exchange in these chains by conducting auxiliary 
budget studies, examining power usage logs, and mapping out kinship lineages (H. Horst & Miller, 
2006). I also used an interactive process of asking research participants to guide me through their 
Facebook profiles on their mobiles, with their permission. Such mobile ethnography has proven to be 
effective in understanding how online identities are cultivated, acquired, and disseminated within 
networks and into the surrounding material landscape (Ito et al., 2009). These ethnographic methods 
gave me a more complete and intricate understanding of how these chains came together and were 
used to promote a form of urban vakavanua in a “field of residential affairs”. The combination of 
following communication and these auxiliary ethnographic methods was well-suited to understanding 
the development of the urban field, which is materially, socially, and technologically dispersed across 
the network of urban villages.    
What I did not undertake were recorded interviews with participants. I initially tried to record 
conversations especially related to landownership narratives that tied Veitiri residents to its urban 
lands. These residents, however, became very guarded when I asked them if I could use a recording 
device in the beginning stages of my research. This was primarily because of their fear of government 
surveillance through technical devices. As I will argue in this thesis, the creation of land ownership 
narratives were designed to combat the disregard the Fijian government had for traditional urban 
Fijian land tenure. They, therefore, did not want these conversations to recorded in ways that linked 
to them personally. This fear of surveillance seemed to also penetrate to other contexts, especially as 
much of my inquiry was directed towards their attitudes to urban development. Early into my 
research, I decided to put away my recorder. Without it, I was able to gather in-depth ethnographic 
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data through extensive notetaking and observation especially relating to land ownerships narratives. 
This lack of recording, however, obscures the voices of these residents in this thesis. I seldom use 
direct quotes, and all place and personal names are pseudonyms. As I will argue in this thesis, the 
superstition surrounding the use of mobile phones in part revealed intriguing insights on how 
information flowed in the field of residential affairs in Veitiri. Indeed, my attention and analysis of how 
information flowed were not hampered. This is where my attention primary lies.   
Thesis Structure 
This thesis progresses in a way that begins within the urban village of Veitiri while steadily transitioning 
to considering how the production of the urban village and greater urban field is connected to people 
and places in broader urban, trans-island, and trans-national networks. This progression builds the 
effect that while the production of an urban vakavanua is occurring in the context of the village of 
Veitiri, this production of locality draws from and is entangled in a broader urban movement and 
socio-political context. This highlights the intricacies of the communicative ecology connected to the 
field of residential affairs.  
 Chapter 3 outlines my discussion with residents of Veitiri urban village on its formation and 
traditional land ownership. This chapter shows that there are multiple land ownership narratives 
across several different kinship groups that live in the settlement. I found these narratives were 
directed against the formal land ownership Indian residential co-operative. It was also directed against 
a legacy of urban exclusion marked by the deed of cession that alienated urban lands in 1874. While 
these narratives did contradict the other kinship group’s narratives, they were primarily constructed 
to dispute formal land ownership. I also found that many aspects of these narratives borrowed from 
other narratives and embellished or emphasised certain elements that would prove their kinship 
groups land ownership. Each narrative claims a certain ikovukovu form of land ownership that the 
residents believe can be legally legitimised against the Indian residential co-operative. I argue in this 
chapter that these narratives are not concerned with emphasising the objective truth, they are 
constructed to challenge processes of urbanisation. This chapter provides the basis of residents 
producing an urban vakavanua based on traditional land tenure practice as opposed to formal land 
tenure.  
Chapter 4 details the processes in which these narratives were constructed through 
communicative practice. I detail how residents of the urban village gather formal resources from 
archives such as maps and land title deeds and interpret these according to informal traditional 
information. This information is obtained through a variety of ways including rumour from other 
kinship groups who claim land ownership over Veitiri, from elders in adjacent settlements or distant 
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rural islands, or through a spiritual connection to ancestors in storytelling sessions. The mobile was 
adamantly not used to transfer land ownership information in this process. The mobile only served to 
distract from a connection to land and land ownership and was liable to political surveillance by the 
government. I argue that this process of cultivating and gathering information was an extension of the 
process of imbuing the urban lands of Veitiri with traditional significance based on urban vakavanua. 
Chapter 5 tracks the physical and infrastructural changes of the settlement throughout the 
development. It details how the power infrastructures and their use changed drastically. On my first 
arrival in the settlement, there were six houses that had electricity via illegal connections to the formal 
power grid or using generators. I argue that in accordance to the principles of vakavanua, residents of 
the settlement were able to access power in spaces of electricity sharing at these houses. However, I 
also argue that the development of the settlement that emphasised property boundaries and the idea 
of land commodification blunted this form of communality. After the destruction of the previous 
spaces of electricity sharing and illegal power lines, a new system infrastructure soon sprung up to 
reflect the more commodified atmosphere of the settlement. New Informal power grids running from 
house to house were erected that cost considerable daily fees to access. Connected households also 
excluded non-connected and socially isolated households from accessing power unlike before. I argue 
in this chapter that the development of the settlement had changed the very foundations on which 
the settlement was based on and this was reflected and propagated through its new power 
infrastructure.  
In Chapter 6 I detail how male youth of different urban villages, including Joni, had created 
spaces in Suva to explore their conceptions of vakavanua. In particular, one abandoned house in 
central Suva became a meeting place for male youth across Suva to sleep, gamble, and smoke while 
being close to pool halls and food courts. In this abandoned house it was commonplace to steal coins 
and cigarettes from one another’s pockets without as an ongoing game. They lived out of each other’s 
pockets with no form of currency being inaccessible among the group. They obtained most of this 
currency from their days of selling produce street side that they had either obtained from the central 
Suva market, or from their urban village. On the walls of the abandoned house were drawings of the 
city that reflected what it represented to them with the main slogan reading “Suva City, Magic City”; 
an oasis of opportunity and undeniable accessibility. In this abandoned house I saw a reconstruction 
of what vakavanua meant to second generation male youth in their exchange practices. I argue that 
the motivation behind the creation of these spaces was twofold. It was a response to the degradation 
of spaces of sharing and gambling within the urban village during the residential development. 
However, it was also a response to the social regulation of parents upon this form of urban vakavanua 
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in the urban village. As male youth found, these central urban spaces equally come under social and 
spatial regulation that accompanies the trend of urbanisation. 
In Chapter 7 I detail the exchanges between residents of Veitiri urban village with those from 
other urban villages, rural islands of origin, and trans-national kin. I detail the exchange network of 
Lilieta that includes her husband serving in the Middle East, his family on the island of Vanua Levu, her 
family in Veitiri urban village, and Joni and Tomasi after they had moved to the Lauan islands. I argue 
in this chapter that the urban village acted as a node where monetary and traditional goods were 
converted into one another. This allowed its residents to access traditional goods that were used in 
subsequent ceremonies that allowed them to instil into urban land and relationships a sense of 
tradition. It also allowed these residents to access the monetary resources needed for everyday 
survival in the urban environment. For Lilieta specifically, I argue that she developed a complex 
communicative network combining various forms of communication and exchange that helped her 
manage obligations among kin in this network.  
In Chapter 8 I detail my visit to Tomasi’s rural island of origin in the Lauan island group. In this 
chapter I analyse Tomasi’s engagement with home after being estranged from the island since 
childhood.  To explore this re-engagement with rural home, I first detail the adverse circumstances 
that forced his mother to relocate their family to the urban village of Veitiri in the 1990s and how they 
reconstituted their lost kinship relationships in the urban village. I then detail how his return to the 
Lauan islands was dominated by a desire to avoid island sociality in preference of connecting with the 
land of his ancestors. I argue that this re-engagement was motivated by a wish to avoid island 
obligations while still accessing the essence of land and ancestors that he could be immersed in and 
transport back to the urban village of Veitiri. I argue that this re-engagement with home was primarily 
a method to imbue the urban village with traditional significance. I also analyse how Joni engaged with 
the island for the first time and how his engagement further influenced Tomasi’s inclination to avoid 
island sociality and obligations. I argue that Tomasi’s sole plan for Joni on the island was to keep a link 
open for the transfer of tradition back to the urban village. I contend that this demonstrates that the 
urban village is the permanent and enduring home of the family and that the targeted re-engagement 
with their rural island of origin was directed to reinforcing this. It allowed the imbuement of the 
settlement with the qualities that it innately lacks that allows it to be a home befitting of an itaukei 
Fijian.  
Chapter 9, the conclusion, will reflect on how these examples of locality production culminate 
into producing an urban form of vakavanua in the urban village of Veitiri and broader Suva. I will argue 
that through a process of conflict and co-operation in the urban village of Veitiri tradition and 
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urbanism have been reconciled to produce an urban vakavanua. Furthermore, I will argue that this 
process drew from broader networks of people, places, resources, and ideas, in the broader city, rural 
islands, and trans-national locations. The experience of Veitiri was part of a broader socio-political 
movement and context; one that is equally affecting other urban villages and urban landscapes in Fiji 
and across Oceania. This has deep implications for the development of Oceanic tradition and urbanism 
in the future, and how they continue to reconcile.  
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3. “This Land is Ikovukovu”: Producing Traditional Connections to 
Urban Lands 
This chapter explores the production of land ownership narratives by the residents of the 
urban village of Veitiri. I detail my unexpected discovery of multiple land ownership narratives that 
interweaved and borrowed from each other in ways that highlighted that these were indeed modern 
constructions where fact and fiction were indistinguishable from one another. I argue that these 
narratives were produced by separate kinship groups within the settlement to provide the moral 
legitimacy for their traditional connections to urban land in the settlement. The variations between 
land ownership narratives emphasising a kinship group’s connection to the settlement over another.  
In this chapter, I primarily detail how the productions of these urban land ownership narratives 
provide a basis for producing traditional connections to land not only in the urban village but across 
the city. I also argue in this chapter however that as much as these narratives are susceptible to a 
dynamic and progressive construction based on kinship affiliation, they are also embedded in the 
historical construction of the city. In particular, their construction is motivated as a response to the 
persistent historical context of exclusion from the Melanesian city (Storey, 2003) and thus are 
intertwined in an ethnic project to assert the long deprived “right to the city” (J. Foukona, 2015; 
McFarlane, 2011a). I found that these land ownership narratives were being amended in ways that 
directly challenged formal land ownership of the residential co-operative that was developing the 
land. In particular, land ownership narratives evoked a traditional form of land ownership known as 
ikovukovu that residents claimed contested formal land ownership while also emphasising traditional 
connections to land. This chapter begins to show that the production of urban locality hinges on the 
unique social, political, and historical contexts of the city.  
Searching for a History of Veitiri 
 One of the very first tasks I set out to document when I arrived in Veitiri was to document the 
history of its formation and the migration of its residents to the settlement. I was unaware and naïve 
of how complicated this task would be in practice. I believed a good place to start would be to talk 
with the headman of the settlement known as Jope. Jope was designated as headman of the 
settlement as his family was widely regarded to be the first settlers of the settlement in the late 1960s. 
In our multiple discussions, he told me that his parents requested permission from the elders in their 
native village Lomakalou located nearby in the Suva-Nausori corridor if they could settle on the land. 
Lomakalou village was considered by many to hold traditional authority over the land. Jope’s parents 
settled on a small “island” of fertile land surrounded by mangroves not far from the current 
settlement. His family were fishermen, and the island offered easy access to the waterways. The 
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nearby land where the current settlement is located at that time was occupied by Indian farmers that 
produced rice, melons, and livestock. For reasons unknown to Jope these Indian farmers disappeared. 
Not long after they disappeared, a group of Solomon Islanders settled on a watercourse near the 
island. These Solomon Islanders had also asked permission from Lomakalou village to settle the land 
through an informal “vakavanua agreement” where whale’s teeth and kerosene were exchanged 
(Hooper, 2013). Jope’s parents also decided to move off the “island” across the watercourse near 
where the Solomon Islanders had settled. From that point forward Veitiri was founded. Jope’s family 
provided a crucial kinship link for other Lomakalou settlers to move to the settlement of Veitiri.  
 The longer I stayed in the settlement, the more I learned that other kinship groups shared a 
similar narrative of traditional ownership. In particular, I found a similar land ownership narrative in 
the urban village of Lolobo from their village headman Daniel. Lolobo village was a short walk through 
the bush from Veitiri, far enough away to be socially distinct from Veitiri but close enough to be 
considered a part of Veitiri by Fijian government officials. Lolobo settlers too claimed traditional 
ownership ties to the surrounding lands. They supported the narrative that Lomakalou village owned 
the land, except that their kinship group in Lolobo were the true inheritors. They referenced that their 
forefathers once controlled the village of Lomakalou before the colonial administration. They claim 
that after the arrival of the British their forefathers were moved by the British colonial administration 
north to the province of Naitasiri where they resided since the late 1800s2. It was only in the late 1960s 
as national independence approached that they relocated back to the lands of Lomakalou, and 
founded Lolobo. They, however, did ask and received permission from Lomakalau village to settle their 
old lands through vakavanua agreement. From this narrative, the overlap of traditional histories was 
becoming apparent, yet it was not the last narrative connecting a kinship group to the land of Veitiri.  
Another group of settlers that migrated from the rural island group Lomaiviti to Veitiri in the 
early 2000s, also claimed they had traditional ownership ties. At first, I considered their narrative with 
heavy scepticism due to their relatively recent arrival in the settlement. They referenced that their 
great ancestor was a warrior named Vocokosai. They claimed that he and his tribesmen were one of 
the first to arrive in Fiji. They told me of Vocokosai’s arrival at Vuda point on the western side of Viti 
Levu and his journey east along the northern coast conquering lands along the way, before moving 
south toward where Suva now resides. After conquering these lands including the land upon where 
Lomakalou now sits, they embarked across the water further east and settled in the Lomaiviti islands 
where his kin now reside. The Lomaiviti group claim however that Vocokosai returned to live in 
                                                          
2 Relocating itaukei populations was a practice that was part of the colonial administrations way of restricting 
itaukei movement under the guise of maintaining traditional values in rural Fiji (France, 1969). 
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Lomakalou village for the remainder of his life leaving the rest of his kin behind in the Lomaiviti islands. 
They interpret from this story that they are the true owners of Veitiri due to Vocokosai’s past authority 
over Lomakalou village. They believe the true name of the Veitiri settlement to be Vocokosai named 
after their great ancestor and not Veitiri.  
 Encountering these stories intertwined around the axis of Lomakalou village was initially 
confusing, especially considering I was initially pursuing straightforward rural-urban migration 
narratives and not necessarily land ownership narratives. My initial instinct was to search for an 
objective truth. I tried to construct a singular history of Veitiri by piecing together the narratives of 
these kinship groups along with land title documents, maps, literature, and case studies of land 
ownership in the GSUA. This endeavour was continually disappointing always coming close before 
being impossibly out of reach a moment later as new information contradicting everything came to 
light. Trying to construct this singular history, however, taught me about the experience of the 
Lomakalou, Lolobo, and Lomoviti kinship groups in constructing their versions of the past. It involved 
imagination to fill in the blanks that emphasise different events causing narratives to diverge and 
change. My attention shifted from trying to understand the objective history of Veitiri to 
understanding the cultural and current/historical contexts in which these narratives and their various 
points of departure arose. I found that these narratives were first and foremost designed to instil 
tradition on the urban lands of the city. These narrative constructions were designed to justify a 
traditional way of life on such land morally. However I also found that as much as these narratives 
were involved in this project of producing locality, they were also a product of their historical and 
political context of itaueki urban exclusion. In particular, they were directed towards asserting land 
ownership against land developers. In this way this way these narratives were as much involved in 
producing the present as opposed to representing the past (Keesing, 1989, 1994; Neumann, 1988).  
Ancestors of the Urban Village 
As I began to understand that these histories of Veitiri were not fixed, but rather were 
constructions, I started to assess the importance of connecting ancient ancestors to the lands of an 
informal settlement founded in the late 1960s. I started to understand that this connection derived 
from the inseparable link of tradition to the lands of ancestors inherent in the term vakavanua or “the 
way of the land”. According to vakavanua a traditional lifestyle is intertwined with accessing the spirit 
of the ancestors through land. Buried ancestors imbue soil with their spirit (Becker, 1995; Tomlinson, 
2002). Produce such as the root crop dalo cultivated in this soil is subsequently permeated by this 
spirit.  It takes upon human qualities, and its consumption is tantamount to eating the flesh of one’s 
ancestors. The sharing and consumption of this produce during everyday meals or ceremonies instils 
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in them this ancestral spirit (Becker, 1995; Tomlinson, 2002). Connection with ancestors through land 
can also be more indirect such as continuing the same livelihood activities, ceremonies, and ways of 
life they had led on the same land centuries before. People can also connect with the experience and 
feelings of ancestors through natural landmarks or characteristics that dot the landscape. Through 
land, a connection and continuity of tradition is maintained throughout the generations. It is in this 
close relationship that the residents on the urban lands of Veitiri who wished to continue traditional 
lifestyles needed to construct personal ancestral connections to land. 
I could see this connection in the everyday life of Veitiri residents. In my discussion with most 
residents of Veitiri, there was great reverence for the people who originally settled in Veitiri and the 
lands they occupied. This reverence for the first settlers, in turn, guided their approach to life. For 
instance, for Jope the island on which his parents settled held mystical qualities. On my request to see 
this island, the journey to it felt something akin to a pilgrimage being planned well in advance and 
accompanied by other members. Being surrounded by mangroves, it was largely inaccessible during 
high tide, so I had to wait several days before low tide matched a time Jope was not at work in the 
late afternoon. Walking to the island was still difficult as our feet sunk into the mud up to our knees 
with our feet getting stuck among mangrove roots. When we arrived, it was as fertile as he described 
and a dalo plantation still covered the island. The island was still in use as a personal plantation which 
they could cultivate when they needed produce for local ceremonies. Jope also pointed out the place 
where his parents’ house used to be located next to an inlet clear of mangroves from which they 
launched their boats from. Jope drew from this land and his parents that settled it, the sense of 
responsibility to be headsman of the settlement, continued carrying out of fishing activities, and the 
island’s continued dalo cultivation. His kin also revered the island and the traditional lifestyle 
associated with it. They were emotionally connected to the lands they had settled on the inlet close 
to the island and maintained their fishing activities. Their daily activities directed toward fixing boats, 
untangling nets, and preparing fish. These people had integrated these lands and the past activities 
conducted on them by the previous generation into their way of life that connected them to 
vakavanua tradition. 
The relationship of the kinship groups of Lolobo and Lomaiviti to their ancestors and the land 
they occupied, however, was more indirect. These groups were drawing upon the narratives of long 
distant ancestors who had occupied the area centuries before. They drew upon the past presence of 
ancient ancestors to guide everyday practice less through direct engagement with land such as 
cultivation of dalo or fishing observed with the Lomakalou group. They drew upon their ancestors 
more as traditional morally guiding principles of land tenure. They argued that Veitiri should operate 
under the tenets of vakavanua and not co-opted by other ways of life because it should be considered 
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as indigenous itaukei land. Guided by their forefathers past authority over the land the Lolobo and 
Lomaiviti groups maintained vakavanua by maintaining strong affinal kinship bonds and construction 
of communal village life. Lolobo settlement, in particular, was made up of kin arranged in a village-like 
spatial arrangement with houses looking inward to a communal grassy area. The Lomaiviti kinship 
group was much smaller, yet their households were tightly arranged and connected with one 
household acting as a central meeting and eating place. Traditional lifestyle was drawn from and 
morally legitimised by tying past ancestors to urban lands. 
These Lomakalou, Lolobo and Lomaiviti kinship groups were not the only residents of Veitiri 
however with many of its residents coming from other outer rural islands. The most represented 
kinship groups in Veitiri, in fact, did not identify themselves to be part of these three kinship groups 
but belonged to the outer islands group of Lau, and the southern Island of Kadavu. The community 
that identified themselves as Solomon Islanders also were a sizeable proportion of the settlement’s 
residents. These kinship groups were more ambivalent of the ancestral connections to the land of 
Veitiri having their separate narratives of the settlement of Veitiri in the context of their personal life 
histories. These residents did adhere to the guiding principles of these narratives primarily because 
their migrations to Veitiri after its founding in the late 1960s was predicated on intermarriage with 
the Lomakalou kinship group. These social interconnections required them to participate in 
ceremonies conducted in nearby Lomakalou village, and adhere to the tenets and narratives of 
traditional land ownership and tenure that others had claimed. In this sense, these ancestral 
narratives permeated to most of the residents of Veitiri due to the close social proximity they had to 
these narratives. This social proximity, in turn, transferred to them a moral legitimacy, a basis from 
which to conduct a lifestyle that resembled vakavanua in the city.  
 These narratives interweave and assist with the production of both a localised and broader 
urban tradition in Fiji and Melanesia, in the form of the urban village. In Melanesia, Jones (2016a, 
2016b) has characterised urban villages as places where traditional kinship ties are maintained, 
traditional subsistence livelihood activities are pursued, ceremonies involving crops produced in these 
subsistence livelihood activities are shared with close social contacts, and traditional land tenure 
agreements are also upheld. The urban village is an attempted recreation of the practices and social 
structures of the Melanesian rural village that seeks to bind people together. These urban villages, 
however, can vary in composition, the singular case of Veitiri does not represent all urban villages. For 
instance; not all urban villages intersect with or produce traditional land ownership histories, urban 
villages closer to the center of the city may not have access to cultivatable lands, and not all urban 
villages are defined by close kinship ties but by strong non-blood related social ties. In the case of Fiji, 
the ethnic compositions of urban villages can also be mixed with Solomon Islanders and Indian 
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peoples. These variations can alter the everyday operation of urban villages from one another. Despite 
these variations, there is a broader sense of commitment to re-produce place that allows traditional 
identities and togetherness to flourish in the urban environment, even with the presence of disparate 
kinship groups and ethnicities (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). I argue for Veitiri this reproduction revolves 
primarily around ancestral narratives3. 
Ancestors of the Village City 
The production of ancestral links in urban villages and the traditional ways of life they import 
into the urban environment also have a further impact on the composition of the city itself. Jones 
(2016a, 2016b) has argued that in the Melanesian context, the presence of a network of urban villages 
can produce a village city. He argues that the presence of urban villages maintains and transfers a 
traditional socio-cultural order into the wider urban environment. I observed this idea of the “village 
city” manifest in the interrelationships within and between the urban villages of Suva. The practices 
that tie urban villages together into a village city are central topics in the chapters of this thesis. These 
practices include the reciprocal exchange and care relationships between peoples of different urban 
villages, and the sharing of electricity within the urban village to fellow residents and visitors. This 
village-like environment, however, is also manifest in the more mundane activities of life such as the 
conversations had between passing acquaintances on the street, the street vendor or shoe shiner, the 
person next to you on the bus, or the people you work alongside with in urban informal livelihood 
activities. The relationships between peoples are not of impersonal nature but of either familiarity or 
an attempt to bring more people into a closer personal network. I argue that narratives of kinship and 
lineage are at the heart of this characterisation of the city, and fundamentally influence its village city 
like social operation. The narratives I found in Veitiri, among others, extend beyond the confines of 
urban villages and rather touch various other parts and peoples of the city. 
 This is seen in the narratives and cross-city social relations involving Lomakalou village. For 
Jope’s kinship group and the majority of the other settlers that adhere to their narrative, Veitiri is not 
considered a separate entity from Lomakalou village but rather an extension of it. Furthermore, 
Lomakalou is believed to be the traditional landowners of various other urban villages around it. Most 
of these other settlements have a similar composition as Veitiri consisting of kin directly related to the 
village, as well as migrants who had either intermarried with their members or who had come to a 
                                                          
3 Urban villages across Melanesia need not necessarily be based on the production of ancestral links depending 
on cultural context. Rooney (2017a) indicates that in the ATS settlement in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, 
connection to urban lands can be established through prolonged connection to a settlement. A particular 
traditional ethos of the settlement can legitimise resident’s claims over the settlement without ancestral 
connection. In the case of Veitiri however, the assertion of ancestral links was considered as highly important. 
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vakavanua agreement with leaders of Lomakalou village to settle there. This is also the case for Lolobo 
village who have a complicated but inseperable connection to Lomakalou village. While the Lolobo 
narrative differs from the Lomakalou narrative, the way their histories inter-relate also similarly binds 
them socially to Lomakalou and these other settlements. I was never permitted to visit Lomakalou 
village, however, I was able to witness the ways members of Veitiri and surrounding settlements 
interacted with each other under this overarching narrative tied to Lomakalou. In many ways, it felt 
like the social relations of the urban village extended to this broader area through this ancestrally 
based link.  
I felt this most at a fresh produce and fish market on a bridge just down from a raised plateau 
on which one of these settlements was located. It was at this market where many people of the 
broader Lomakalou settlements did their weekend shopping. The tenor of relations and exchange at 
the bridge was of familiarity. Shoppers were frequently invited behind stalls for discussions about 
friends and family and were offered special deals for fish they had caught that morning. It was also 
where shoppers accessed other resources not displayed at stalls such as pigs raised in their separate 
settlements, and traditional valuables such as whales teeth for ceremonies.  These discussions for 
non-display items were held with stall and non-stall owners also shopping at the bridge. Often people 
would buy produce for the same event for ceremonies either held back in their settlement, or in 
Lomakalou itself. They would share taxis and drop one another back to their settlements once the 
shopping was done, or go together to continue their shopping at the supermarket up the road. These 
chance encounters would then be continued later during the preparing and sharing of food at these 
ceremonies as I observed in Veitiri.  
Social and kinship networks of the urban village extend even further beyond the domain of 
Lomakalou and the areas for which their narratives have authority. They extend to the other more 
distant urban villages across Suva. In particular, I observed in many female narratives of migration to 
the urban village that they had come from other urban villages across the city. Many had married and 
relocated to the urban villages of their husbands. In the household I stayed in for the duration of my 
research, Josivini had married her husband Tomasi and relocated to Veitiri. Her home village was near 
Lami and like Veitiri it has a migration history. Josivini’s home village was also established in the 1960s 
as Lami village had become too overpopulated and many of its residents desired to be closer to the 
coast to fish. Her home village like Veitiri is not formally owned by its residents but is considered a 
place of great significance due to its ties with the history and ancestors of Lami village.    
The significance here is that the ancestral land ownership narratives are not confined to the 
area surrounding Veitiri but is common to various other peri-urban areas of Suva. Furthermore, these 
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narratives cross into the realms of other urban villages due to the continued movement and migration 
of people across the urban environment. Josivini’s sisters also live in other urban villages, one near 
Lami and the other in the inner suburb of Samabula. Josivini often visits these sisters in their informal 
settlements for ceremonies as well as participating in the ceremonies related to Lomakalou kinship 
groups. This provides the groundwork for a shared and interconnected experience of ancestral 
connection to urban lands which in turn influences social relations. Just as it provides a basis and moral 
legitimacy of pursuing traditional lifestyles in the urban village, this also extends to the village city as 
a whole (Jones, 2016a, 2016b).  
A Legacy of Fijian Urban Exclusion 
I have begun to argue that the urban village and village city and certain supporting ancestral 
narratives as a conscious ethnic project to produce connections to urban lands. However, as much as 
these narratives are designed to provide the moral legitimacy for leading a traditional life on urban 
lands, they are also products of the historical and social context of urban exclusion. I argue that 
exclusion from the city has been manifest in the time periods of colonialism, and post-independence. 
Exclusion in the colonial period took the form of colonial control over the movement, right to 
residence, and the colonial involvement in the forming of “traditional” land ownership practices 
(Storey, 2003). Urban exclusion has continued in the post-independence era through alternative forms 
of discriminatory rather than authoritative land and housing policy (Bryant‐Tokalau, 2014; Walsh, 
1978). In a time where Pacific nation states were to be fostered and liberated from the yolk of 
colonialism, old exclusionary policies in new neoliberal forms have persisted. These exclusive contexts 
have shown to be not only manifest in Fiji but broader Melanesia and Oceania (Storey, 2003). This 
historical context of exclusion informs how these narratives in Veitiri form and how they interact with 
and change the surrounding urban assemblage.  
Exclusion from the Melanesian and Oceanic city has its roots in the arrival of Europeans and 
their exchange of western commodities for land. The way in which this manifested in Fiji was that land 
was sold by various fragmented rural parliaments led by Fijian chiefs. The rural parliament that held 
the most dominion was The Kingdom of Bau led by Ratu Seru Cakobau, proclaimed king of Fiji.  The 
Bau government and Ratu Seru Cakobau had been responsible for the sale of Suva, specifically; the 
island of Beqa (later revoked), four miles square in Natewa bay, 50,000 acres at Viti Levu Bay, and 
27,000 acres at Suva (France, 1969). Ratu Seru Cakobau had sold this land in 1868 to The Polynesia 
Company based in Melbourne for the amount of 9,000 pounds. The Polynesian Company subsequently 
sold land to European settlers (France, 1969). Ratu Seru Cakobau’s sale was motivated by the need to 
settle a debt he had with the American government which amounted to 9,000 pounds. Ratu Seru 
47 
 
Cakobau had acquired this debt after the arson of the home of American consulate John Brown 
William on Nukulau Island (France, 1969; Miyazaki, 2006). From this sale forward the urban lands of 
Suva would never be returned to traditional ownership.  
During the cession of Fiji by Ratu Seru Cakobau to the British in 1874, the British paid The 
Polynesia Company the same amount of 9,000 pounds for the land at which it was originally bought, 
despite the sale of much of the land to early European settlers. The land, therefore, became “crown 
grant land” (Miyazaki, 2006). Unlike the policy of returning much of the crown grant land acquired 
back to itaukei Fijians under Governor Gordon, the majority of land around Suva was kept under the 
crown grant. This made it possible for the land to be exchanged to other non-Fijian parties (Miyazaki, 
2006). The original owners of all of the land sold in Suva were said to be the Suvavou people in formal 
documentation. During the time of its sale to The Polynesia Company in 1868 Ratu Seru Cakobau was 
said to have had a strong kinship relationship to the Suvavou chiefly line which gave him the authority 
to sell the land (France, 1969; Miyazaki, 2006). After the sale, the Suvavou people were moved from 
Suva across the harbour to Narikoso. The government has paid them 200 pounds annually, not 
adjusted for inflation since 1882 as compensation (France, 1969; Miyazaki, 2006). The Suvavou people 
since 1896 have been challenging the sale of their land by the Ratu Seru Cakobau government stating 
that he had no authority over their lands to do so. They are also aggrieved at not being able to 
repossess their land after the deed of cession in 1874 as other Fijians were able to (France, 1969; 
Miyazaki, 2006). Similar permanent alienation of land of colonial capitals was experienced across 
Melanesia and was upheld in Colonial protectorate laws (J. Foukona, 2015; Storey, 2003).  
In addition to land alienation, these burgeoning colonial capitals were also socially, 
economically, and culturally restricted to those of the colonial administration. In the case of the 
Suvavou people, they were relocated by the British colonial administration away from Suva (Connell 
& Curtain, 1982). This was also claimed to be the reason behind the movement of many peoples in 
the areas surrounding Veitiri. The Lolobo kinship group were relocated away from Veitiri to the 
northern province of Naitaiseri. The non-Europeans that were permitted to live in or adjacent to the 
city were primarily imported labourers brought in to build it. The ancestors of the Solomon Islanders 
that currently live in Veitiri were initially tasked to clearing bush for the construction to proceed. They 
were permitted to construct a small but temporary village on the land of the now inner city suburb of 
Newtown. In addition to the movement of peoples away from urban areas, the British colonial 
administration also controlled any subsequent movement. It imposed a tax on all Fijians that were 
absent from their rural villages. This tax was enforced until the 1950s ensuring no permanent 
migration to urban lands (Connell & Curtain, 1982). Urban-based imported labourers such as the 
Solomon Islanders were moved from place to place according to where labour was required which 
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was usually progressively further and further away from the urban centre. This control over movement 
to rural villages was justified by Sir Arthur Gordon, the governor of Fiji, as a measure to conserve the 
Fijian way of life. However, it severely restricted any progressive indigenous Fijian social economic or 
cultural construction of the city. Subsequently, the Fijian city was a construction highly dictated 
according to European rationales of how a city should be organised. Indigenous villages that did 
surround the colonial urban centres were highly segregated from the urban environment with limited 
permeability of ideas and influence transferred between them (Connell & Curtain, 1982).  
Migration to urban centres became more available towards the end of many Oceanic colonial 
administrations in the 1950s and 1960s. In particular, more indigenous peoples moved to urban areas 
with the increased availability of low skill urban job opportunities (Connell & Curtain, 1982). Many 
rural islanders temporarily migrated to urban centres to earn monetary income before returning to 
their villages, creating a cycle of circular migration. Selected members of rural villages would 
temporarily migrate to the city for monetary income to pay for school fees and clothing upon their 
return (Lindstrom, 2012). Lindstrom (2012) argues that the early migrant’s experience mirrored 
traditional Pacific seafarers ideas of portability of identity as they travelled from island to island. Just 
as these Pacific seafarers were able to carry with them traditional identities, contemporary migrants 
too were able to do so. These portable identities were imparted on the geographical and social 
landscape of the urban environment. Lindstrom (2011, 2012) observed in Vanuatu the recreation of 
rural villages and the naming of places corresponding to places of traditional significance back on rural 
islands not dissimilar to the production of the urban village (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). Similarly, new ideas 
present in the urban environment could also be drawn from by urban migrants, instilling in them a 
plurality of identities making rural-urban migrants trans-local citizens. The independence movement 
in Melanesia and broader Oceania that occurred since the 1960s has further intensified migration to 
the city with its subsequent traditional imprint on the urban landscape (Connell & Curtain, 1982; 
Connell & Lea, 1994).  
The clearest material and social manifestation of this imprint of the urban village in the post-
colonial era, however, has been considered a scourge on the urban landscape in the post-colonial era 
by Melanesian governments. There has been a persistent attempt to alienate settlers living in urban 
villages from the urban landscape based on the supposed challenge they pose for the notion of urban 
order. Such an attitude is a reflection of the persistent accepted ideas of what urban citizenship should 
look like in the legacy of the colonial city. Connell (2003) argues that there has been a perpetual 
campaign of moral regulation, social exclusion, and moral panic dividing those living in urban villages 
from supposed “good citizens” that fit antiquated definitions of urban citizenship. Residents of urban 
villages meanwhile have been painted as criminals, beggars and prostitutes living in unhygienic 
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conditions. This exclusionary regulation of the urban environment and the subsequent rejection of 
the progressive conception of the Melanesian city emancipated from colonial rule is manifest most 
prominently in exclusionary housing policy.  
Historically, housing policy has not catered to rural-urban migrants, excluding them from any 
formal housing arrangements. In Fiji, this is due to the lack of low-income residential land provided by 
the Native Land Trust Board (NLTB) (Connell, 2011; Rutz, 1987; Walsh, 1978). The lack of available 
residential land has historically driven up prices for the small amount of lower market residential 
property available (Bryant‐Tokalau, 2014). The Housing Authority (HA) does provide some subsidised 
housing for low-income families. The Home Purchase Plan (HPP) allows low-income families to make 
regular payments on a twenty to thirty year mortgage to purchase basic housing on crown land. This 
scheme, however, does not grant owners freeholder status and are typically out of the range of 
affordability for those living in squatter settlements. The Rental Flat Scheme (RFS) provides an 
inadequate amount and expensive rental properties for those unable to afford the regular payments 
of the HPP. All other low-income groups unable to afford such schemes must rely upon not-for-profit 
groups such as the Housing Assistance and Relief Trust (HART) or church groups (Thornton, 2009; 
Walsh, 1978). The price exclusion of low-income groups for the HPP or RFS scheme leaves a large 
segment of housing demands unmet (Thornton, 2009). The result is the formation of illegal occupation 
of land in settlements. Based on the illegal occupation of land, Melanesian governments have defined 
these urban villages as informal or squatter settlements, justifying eviction and resettlement 
elsewhere (Bryant‐Tokalau, 2014; Thornton, 2009; Walsh, 1978). Furthermore, urban villages without 
formal land tenure on coastal areas have been consistently targeted due to their appeal for 
development by foreign investors for the construction of hotels or upper market residential (Bryant‐
Tokalau, 2014). For settlements not evicted, urban services such as power, water, and garbage 
collection is denied as such provision would signal formal recognition of occupation (Connell, 2003; 
Walsh, 1978).  
These policies reflect the legacy of colonial exclusion of itaukei from the city in translatable 
ways. These policies discourage movement to urban areas due to the expense and scarcity of housing 
options akin to colonial migration tax. The threat of eviction and movement elsewhere reflects the 
forced movements of peoples from their villages obstructing urban development in the colonial 
period. The denial of urban infrastructural services is similar to the alienation of urban villages from 
the benefits and integration with urban society. The production of the “urban village” and “village 
city” already have elements of itaukei urban liberation. However, I also argue that for the settlers of 
Veitiri these historically translatable policies are more immediately playing out on the ground. The 
prospect of land commodification of Veitiri displaces and discredits the way of life they had 
50 
 
established in the urban village. This further shapes land ownership narratives to defend their right to 
construct and live in the urban village.  
Ikovukovu Land Ownership Narratives 
A couple of months after my arrival it became apparent that the land on which Veitiri stood 
was under crown grant land that was sold to a company known as the Vishal Residential Co-operative 
in 1969. It was only in 2015 that they had started to implement a residential development scheme in 
conjunction with the government. It was agreed that the 100 households of Veitiri (including Lolobo), 
and a group of residents from surrounding settlements that the Vishal Residential Co-operative also 
owned, would be granted free land tenure on a much smaller 20-acre piece of land within in Veitiri. 
They would be granted plots of 230m2, an area just large enough to place a house. The rest of the land 
would be developed for upper market residential development. There were also rumours of surveys 
handed out to residents of whether the construction of a hotel resort on the mangrove area would be 
resisted. This plan would invariably develop the area where “the island” and surrounding waterways 
were. It was around the time when bulldozers came to clear the paths for roads and the relocation of 
houses that additional elements of land ownership narratives came to light; the most prominent was 
the assertion of a precolonial land tenure form known as ikovukovu. This ikovukovu narrative sought 
to engage with land alienation directly.  
The landownership narratives that incorporated ikovukovu discredited the formal traditional 
ownership system devised by Sir Arthur Gordon after the Cession of Fiji in 1874. It argued that 
Gordon’s land tenure system did not reflect the traditional land ownership practices prior to British 
colonial rule, or record ownership under this system accurately. These narratives contested Gordon’s 
land tenure system in two way. First, they argued that use of the mataqali social structures as 
landholding units was problematic (France, 1969; G. R. Ward, 1995). The contemporary and legal 
definition of mataqali is a collection of core family units known as tokatoka. In pre-colonial times there 
was not a universal definition among Fijians for mataqali. Before its formalisation in land tenure policy, 
many family lines switched in and out of mataqalis over generations. Others did not know which 
mataqali they belonged. In this way, the mataqali as the primary land holding unit was inaccurate 
according to traditional practice. Second, they argued that there were multiple pre-colonial traditional 
practices that allowed the alienation of land between individuals, contrary to Gordon’s assertion of 
inalienable communal lands (France, 1969; Nabobo-Baba, 2015; Tanner, 2007; G. R. Ward, 1995). One 
such practice included the individual and dynamic land ownership practices related to cultivating 
ground. Under pre-colonial Fijian land tenure, it was the yavusa, a collection of mataqali into a tribe, 
which had dominion over the forests veikau in its dominion. Any individual of the yavusa was able to 
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clear a forest under its dominion, therefore turning it into qele, or cultivating ground. This individual 
would then have individual ownership over the land, and it would be passed down through inheritance 
to another individual in the extended family. If the qele stopped being worked by the individual, the 
strength of ownership would weaken until it reverted back to veikau, from which another individual 
could create their own qele. In this way, land ownership concerninnng cultivating ground was not 
necessarily inalienable and communal but dynamic (Tanner, 2007).  
These are two widely known flaws in Gordon’s land tenure policy and were used as preambles 
by residents of the urban village to explain how his land tenure policy also ignored the less known 
ikovukovu land ownership. Ikovukovu was a pre-colonial land tenure practice permitted alienation of 
land to individuals not necessarily from the same mataqali or yavusa. According to this land tenure 
system land could be alienated to other individuals as a reward if one had committed an act of bravery 
or valour or as part of a dowry (France, 1969; Nabobo-Baba, 2015; G. R. Ward, 1995). These forms of 
ownership were called ikovukovu meaning individual ownership of land within another’s boundaries. 
These forms of ownership were recorded by the British but not recognised as formal land ownership 
due to the interpretation of pre-colonial land tenure as inalienable and communal (France, 1969). For 
the Jope’s kinship group, Veitiri was ikovukovu as it was acquired through ai covicovi ni lou se 
draudrau, which is the process whereby land is given to a woman by her clan upon her marriage to 
another clan to use the land to eat from. (Nabobo-Baba, 2015). For the Lomaiviti group, their 
ikovukovu claims are highly related to their origin story and the earlier conquests of their great 
ancestor Vocokosai. During Vocokosai’s imminent death he allocated the land of Veitiri as ikovukovu. 
It was given under the auspices of ai sere ni sole ni mate whereby someone who is terminally ill, 
wrapped in barkcloth, masi, by his kin can offer a piece of land in return to thank them for their 
kindness (Nabobo-Baba, 2015). It was evidently given to Vocokosai’s eldest son who was present at 
the funeral was given the land by Vocokosai for his own individual use, and from there forward to his 
own family in subsequent generations.   
The effect of this element of the narrative was first that it went beyond the project of 
recreating urban space in the urban village, and more directly engages with the colonial alienation of 
land. It delegitimised the pre-cession sale of the lands around Suva by The Kingdom of Bau led by Ratu 
Seru Cakobau. Ratu Seru Cakobau was considered by the British Colonial Administration able to sell 
the lands of Suva due to his communal ownership over the land based on his kinship connections to 
the Suvavou peoples. According to the Suvavou people, they not only consider the non-return of their 
land to them after cession as unjust, but they also assert their ownership separate from Ratu Seru 
Cakobau (Miyazaki, 2006). Similarly, for those claiming ownership over Veitiri they assert the presence 
of more complex land tenure systems including ikovukovu that were not considered in the processes 
52 
 
of colonial land alienation. They contest the right of Ratu Seru Cakobau to sell their lands on their 
behalf and therefore makes all land sales afterwards, including to the residential co-operative, 
illegitimate. A majority of residents in the urban village recognise that that land ownership will not be 
ceded or successfully contested based on illegal alienation. However, the narratives of Jope’s 
Lomakalou kinship group and the Lomaiviti kinship group are shaped based on this past illegality in 
the hope of the land one day being reverted. 
This still left me curious why ikovukovu land tenure was specifically starting to be so 
prominently asserted over the more common land tenure contestations. Previously these ikovukovu 
narratives only lingered in the background. Over time I began to appreciate that ikovukovu land 
ownership was intensely personal that connected directly to ancestral figures. This form of land 
ownership was often described as “sacred” in ways that superseded other forms of more common 
itaueki land ownership. In Jope’s Lomakalou kinship group’s narrative specified that it was a gift of 
land for cultivation to his family, intermingled with the personal emotional importance of the island 
to his family and connection to tradition. In the Lomaiviti kinship group’s narrative as it connected to 
his legacy of conquest and the continuance of that legacy. This ikovukovu narrative, therefore, 
combined the elements of illegal colonial alienation of lands based on the presence of more complex 
pre-colonial land tenure systems, while also emphasising heightened personal and ancestral 
traditional connections to land. These personal connections further emphasised to me that these 
narratives were used in the production of locality in the broader social, political, and historical context 
of the city. In particular, they were expressed in the context of urban social exclusion embodied in its 
current form of the residential co-operative and its development of the settlement.  
Conclusion 
From the start of my fieldwork in Veitiri I began to understand that it was not a place devoid 
of traditional history. Rather I found that Veitiri was an ethnic project to recreate the conditions which 
vakavanua could be accessed on urban lands. This fundamentally required the production of ancestral 
landownership narratives that imbued the land with their spirit; enabling the consumption of and 
contact with such ancestors from which Melanesian tradition is intertwined (Becker, 1995; Rawlings, 
2015). I also started to appreciate that this ethnic project was in response to the indigenous social and 
historical exclusion from the urban environment in both the colonial and post-colonial periods. In this 
historical context narratives were produced and amended to both assert and defend their “right to 
the city” (J. Foukona, 2015). The ikovukovu land ownership narrative fulfilled the dual role of 
emphasising an ancestral connection to land and contesting illegal alienation of land in a highly 
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effective manner. How these narratives were constructed in the “field of residential affairs” of the 
urban village will be addressed in the next chapter.  
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4. “We Don’t Use Mobile”: Communicating Traditional Land 
Ownership Narratives in the Field of Residential Affairs 
The production of narratives connecting itaukei Fijian to urban lands is entangled in the ethnic 
project of producing place and identity in the city that has historically been excluded from them. 
During my fieldwork in Veitiri I was able to observe how urban land ownership narratives coalesced in 
the urban assemblage. By coalescence, I refer to the establishment of a shared essence and goal of 
narratives within the physical, social, and cultural composition of the urban assemblage. Analysing 
how meanings inherent in narratives connect to the physical and social composition of a place is an 
ontological challenge (Dovey, 2009). In this chapter, I argue that there is a collective sharing of 
materials and discourse that coalesce the vision of these narratives across the urban assemblage 
(Miyazaki, 2006). In this shared movement, formal historical documents such as land plot maps and 
land titles are shared across personal networks of the urban village and village city along with their 
alternative counter-hegemonic interpretations. Rumours of information regarding historical unlawful 
land commodification are also passed through these urban networks. Many of these originate from 
within government institutions such as the Native Land Trust Board (NLTB) and the residential co-
operative developing the land of Veitiri. These interpretations of documents and rumours are 
appropriated into narratives and cross-referenced with kinship lineages and traditional mythologies. I 
analyse how these narratives coalesced in the field of residential affairs through informal 
communication channels and the sharing of material documents. These narratives are by no means 
uncontested between the residents of Veitiri; however, these narratives coalesce in a way that 
supersede thessse contradictions. Lastly, I note the conspicuous absence of the mobile phone in this 
process. I argue that the mobile phone was both culturally inappropriate in pursuing the ethnic goals 
of the urban village as well as the fear of political surveillance through social media (Tarai et al., 
2015b).  
Talk  
As I have detailed, my discovery of multiple land ownership narratives in Veitiri was initially 
very confusing and disorientating. Not only did I struggle with the presence of multiple and often 
contradictory narratives, but also these narratives developed seemingly in real time. When I asked for 
the source of pieces of information, I was always answered with a vague explanation of someone told 
me with the point of a finger in a far off direction. I was very frustrated as the vagueness of such 
explanations made it difficult to track down the directions from which information in these narratives 
was coming and how precisely they were being transmitted. Furthermore, this information was being 
disseminated across the urban field even more broadly between urban villages. Everybody knew 
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details of each other’s land ownership narratives, yet the way they travelled was seemingly through 
the ether of the settlement and city. As I built relationships with multiple kinship groups in the 
settlement and gathered their narratives, I began to understand that people with social links across 
the settlement and beyond were conduits through which information travelled. There was a system 
of communication based on interlocking systems of kinship and social contact (Arno, 1993). 
The environments I found myself in when I asked about interpretations of urban land 
ownership of Veitiri were ones conducive to storytelling. My attempts to talk about land ownership 
during after people returned to the settlement after working in the city, shopping, or out fishing were 
for the most part rebuffed. I was often asked to come back on the weekend in particular Sunday which 
was a day of rest. Even so, a lot of these Sundays would not be suitable due to the frequent 
participation of Veitiri residents in urban ceremonies. The activity of urban life often got in the way of 
telling these land ownership narratives. In the small windows of calm in Veitiri, people would lounge 
in their homes, often with the presence of food and tea or kava, among other family members some 
of which would be sleeping, other attentive to discussions.  It was in these times that stories or talanoa 
were able to be told concerning the history of the settlement. These stories were led by an elder 
authoritative figure that had details concerning the connection of both distant and more recent 
ancestors to Veitiri. Other members present of close social proximity to the storyteller could interject 
to clarify or ask questions on a particular point. In many ways, these narratives were being further 
refined and seemingly were in a fluid state within these kinship groups.  
Also present in these storytelling sessions were others of more distant social contact. This 
included those with high degrees of social mobility across kinship groups in the settlement. This 
included myself as an outside researcher, and Tomasi, my host father who acted as a translator of 
sorts. Individuals such as Tomasi was already privy to such discussions. The inter-marriage of his 
mother into the settlement gave him access to Solomon Island and Lomakalou kinship groups, in 
addition to the Lau/Kadavu kinship group which he most socially and spatially identified with. Tomasi 
had greater access to such information under the pretence of my research, however, the presence of 
peoples in these sessions with similarly mixed kinship ties was not uncommon. Many residents in the 
settlement like Tomasi also had unique matrices of kinship/social ties that gave them special access 
to similar information. This included neighbours, partners and adolescent children. I recognised that 
the storytelling sessions which I often called to action were perhaps not the natural environment that 
these narratives were shared across the urban village. However, it did demonstrate the interlocking 
nature of Veitiri kinship groups and how information could be shared. 
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Arno (1993) argues that it is through overlapping and interlocking sociality that “talk” is 
spread. He mapped the participation of members of a Lauan village in multiple kava or gossip circles 
and ethnographically explored how information flowed based on multiple memberships. I was able to 
observe the participation of Tomasi in multiple kava circles with and beyond his primary kinship group 
of Lau/Kadavu through which information could trickle. My observation was often, but not always, 
secondary. I would hear Tomasi wake up in the middle of the night to participate in a kava drinking 
circle and later hear him return a couple of hours later. I was highly sensitive to the movements of 
people in the night due to the very close proximity we all slept. In the mornings after Tomasi would 
have a greater insight into the updated narratives of the other kinship groups that he had just drank 
with. This information would not only be shared with me but with his wife Josivini over breakfast 
through intensive questioning. It would then be later shared in with the Lau/Kadavu group in their 
kava circles. The narratives of other kinship groups were often discussed at length and severely 
criticised by members of the Lau/Kadavu group. Crtisism was often at the expense of the Lomaiviti 
group whose narrative directly contested the Lomakalou kinship group with whom the Lau/Kadavu 
group had kinship ties. Other members of the Lau/Kadavu kinship circle, besides Tomasi, would also 
share information that they had recently heard which again would be subsequently disseminated back 
to close family in domestic spaces.  
In addition to the spread of talk through overlapping and interlocking sociality in kava circles 
and domestic spaces, there was a further “thickening of fields” collectivising even more disparate 
peoples together in different situations. Simone (2004) argues that as people engage in informal 
livelihood activities, gambling, and in general having greater access to more social disparate peoples 
in the urban environment, there are greater chances for participation in numerous social situations. 
Tomasi again was a great navigator between disparate peoples. He had a rudimentary familiarity with 
other people within and beyond the settlement including a past board member of the Vishal 
residential Co-operative that was developing the land of Veitiri, and an employee at the Native Land 
Trust Board (NLTB). He did not necessarily know these peoples well directly but again was able to 
access information from them through more intermediaries in these other urban social domains. In 
the sessions I called to action where land ownership narratives were told, or in kava circles, Tomasi 
could interject with new information that had come to light from these different sources. In this regard 
Tomasi was not only a disseminator of information between kinship groups in Veitiri, he was also 
importing information into the settlement from the wider urban assemblage. My social proximity to 
Tomasi, and the pretext of my research again made such transfers of information and its degree of 
outreach further visible. 
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This alerted me to the possibility that the feedback mechanisms from within the urban village 
and in the greater urban assemblage were in many ways inseparable from the origins of the narratives 
themselves. For the kinship groups in the settlement, the way in which they found out about their 
ancestral connection to the land of Veitiri was also through talk. For the Lomakalou kinship group, 
much of the information regarding land ownership was held by Jope, the son of the first inhabitants 
of the settlement. However, even Jope gathered much of his information from talk regarding the 
ownership of the land. His historic knowledge of Indian agricultural settlement before their own 
primarily came from and fed into narratives from the other kinship groups of the Solomon Islands and 
Lolobo who also interacted with these peoples. The imprecise knowledge surrounding the 
circumstances of the sales of Veitiri in the colonial and post-colonial periods were unknown to Jope 
and the rest of the Veitiri settlers until formal land ownership claims by the residential co-operative 
were revealed. Therefore Jope retrospectively put together the series of events together through talk 
with Lomakalou village and the rest of the settlement. For the Solomon Islanders and Lolobo 
settlement who both came to vakavanua agreements with Lomakalou village to settle lands equally 
tried to find out land ownership information through talk after this realisation. They then reconciled 
this information within their narratives of land ownership gathered through their kinship networks. 
The Lomaiviti group, on the other hand, were triggered to believe in the early 2000s they were 
retrospectively the ancient landowners of the settlement through information given to them during a 
church sermon. Government and the residential co-operative employees were additional sources of 
information from which narratives could launch. In this sense, the origins and momentum of land 
ownership narratives came from a variety of directions through interlinking talk.  
Maps and Land Titles  
 Just as much as narratives were co-produced as they travelled through the communicative 
ecology of Veitiri, narratives also intersected with material historical documents. These documents 
were primarily land boundary maps, and land title deeds from; the pre-colonial period when urban 
lands were alienated, the colonial period when formal land ownership was transferred to other 
individual owners multiple times, and the current period where land is being formally commoditised 
and divided. In line with the goal of producing place that delegitimises historical and current 
commodification of land, these documents were scrutinised by residents of Veitiri and were subject 
alternative interpretations. Inconsistencies in the documents that would prove traditional ownership 
of land and the incrimination of land theft by formal landowners and the colonial administration were 
sought after. Many perceived inconsistencies were indeed found in these documents and a series of 
narratives formed around why these inconsistencies were present that would prove the illegality of 
the alienation of Veitiri. Most of these documents were collected by the Lomaiviti group who were 
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attempting to legitimise their recent and unorthodox land ownership claims over Veitiri. During my 
fieldwork in Veitiri I frequently visited the households of the Lomaiviti kinship groups and in particular 
talked with Juliani who on a daily basis of gathered and interpreted historical documents.  
 I first became aware of Juliani and the Lomaiviti group in Veitiri when I saw the construction 
of a house frame on a piece of land that was supposed to be reclaimed by the residential co-operative. 
Any new construction was prohibited by the residential co-operative, as it always had been, but was 
at that time being adamantly enforced due to the imminent development. I had not been aware of 
this kinship group during the initial months of my fieldwork before this as their cluster of households 
were not directly adjacent to any main walkways and was at the very edge of the settlement. Their 
group of households also was blanketed by heavy bush. This lack of access and concealment made 
their households feel entirely distant from the entrance of the settlement and the urban environment. 
When I inquired some of these households about the new construction of the house frame I was 
directed to Juliani’s household. The house was being constructeeed for a relative of hers. When I 
approached the open door of her household, the first thing I saw was a collection of clear files filled 
with documents, her head down flicking through the pages. When I introduced myself as a researcher 
and asked about the house frame. She enthusiastically greeted me and asked me to join her to sift 
through the documents on the floor. This was the moment I was introduced to her land ownership 
narrative as we jumped from one document to the next. On this first visit, I was exhausted as I tried 
to come to grips with not only the documents that she had been able to photocopy but also the stories 
that she attached to each, and how these connected to her land ownership narrative. The Lomaiviti 
land ownership narrative intersected with other Veitiri narratives, the intersection of talk, and the 
materiality of formal documents.  
 Juliani was firstly highly interested in land title deeds that she had recovered from the Fijian 
National Archives. She instilled meanings into the names and dates inscribed on these formal 
documents. Much of this meaning was translated from the Lomaiviti group’s land ownership narrative 
as well as her knowledge of other kinship group’s narratives. She, in particular, put great emphasis on 
the date and name of the purchaser of the first recorded sale of Veitiri. The sale according to the 
Lomakalou narrative was that it was sold by a member of Lomakalou village who did not have the 
authority to so. It was supposedly sold to an Australian woman whose name went unknown. Juliani 
argued that the name of the purchaser cited on the document as the “The Mortgage and Agency 
Company of Australasia” represented the woman’s Australian origin in line with the Lomakalou 
narrative. As the supposed first sale of Veitiri, the date of 1889 was highly suspicious to Juliani. The 
Deed of Cession signed in 1874 by Governor Arthur Gordon prohibited the alienation of land after this 
date besides a short period between 1905-1908 (France, 1969). Juliani pleaded that the alienation of 
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urban lands was illegal according to traditional land tenure practices. This document however added 
an additional inconsistency that fed the idea that the government was involved in the corrupt sale of 
land after the deed of cession was signed. This story attached to this document was further 
disseminating across the settlement through the world of talk.  
At this stage, I also became intertwined in the process of interpreting material documents and 
invariably had an impact on the manner in which the narratives took form. I was making my own 
interpretation of Juliani’s documents that I also eventually had photographed. Like the various kinship 
groups around Veitiri I was constructing my own version of the past piecing them together with 
narratives obtained through talk. It was my opinion that the land title transfer document of 1889 was 
probably not the earliest and that the alienation of land must have occurred before the Deed of 
Cession. I found that “The Mortgage of Agency Company of Australasia”, despite their office being 
based in Australia was listed as a British company (Knapman, 1985; Scarr, 1972). Furthermore, their 
history of land purchases revealed that they purchased failing sugar plantations around Suva during 
this time purchased the land of Veitiri during the period when sugar plantations failed in Suva. I 
imagined that it was probable they purchased Veitiri from an Australian which the land had previously 
been alienated too but whose sugar plantation had failed. Like their other plantations, they were likely 
to have bought the land to sell later for a profit. Regardless of the accuracy of either the Lomaiviti 
group’s or my own speculations, the narrative shifted accordingly. The Lomaiviti group appropriated 
my interpretation as it subsequently emphasised the alienation of urban land beyond the Deed of 
Cession in 1874, when they should have been returned to native owners as most other alienated lands 
had been. In this sense land ownership narratives, the system of talk which I was now a part of, and 
the materiality of documents were intersecting in complex ways that shaped the historical 
construction of the settlement.  
Juliani’s research and narrative construction did not stop there. She continued to characterise 
subsequent owners of land of Veitiri as complicit in the process of unlawful land alienation. In 
particular, she was highly curious about the sale of land to Joseph Hector Garrick in 1907 and 
conjointly to Henry Milne Scott and Godfrey Garrick in 1908. In one of Juliani’s daily trips to the Fiji 
National Archives she aimed to find out the history of land ownership of the Garricks. She found that 
the family had indeed had large landholdings across Fiji after the Deed of Cession despite 87% of Fijians 
lands been restricted to native ownership. In subsequent days I showed Juliani a news article that 
stated Joseph Garrick was an English Lawyer who arrived in Fiji in 1973 and was said to be “associated 
with the events leading up the Deed of Cession” in 1874 ("The Garricks to Keep their Family Land," 
1970). He was known to have built up one of the largest private estates in Fiji with acreage over 10,000, 
with a large area based in Suva ("The Garricks to Keep their Family Land," 1970). He later became an 
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attorney general from 1876 to 1882. His death in 1907 left the property to his relative Godfrey Garrick 
and Henry Milne Scott as trustees. Both of these men were also high profile lawyers in Suva, and Henry 
Scott eventually became the president of the Chamber of Commerce and the mayor of Suva. Scott as 
a member of the Suva Chamber of Commerce was part of a society that believed strongly in the 
opening up of land for the greater productive use of land by Europeans (Heartfield, 2003). In this 
regard, even though it was believed that the land of Veitiri had already been alienated, the profiles of 
these landowners were considered just as complicit in the process of unlawful land alienation. 
 Land titles were not the only formal documents that Juliani had access to. She also collected 
various maps. In her opinion, she had found a glaring discrepancy in the land boundary maps that she 
believed proved that the land of Veitiri was never meant to be included in the original transfer of land 
ownership that alienated it from native owners. In one of our sessions looking at documents, she 
showed me a map that was attached to the collectivised transfer of land titles. It drew a boundary of 
land and indicated that in total the land designated as Crown Grant lot XXX totalled 326 acres. In the 
most recent land boundary map, however, the same Crown Grant Lot of XXX totalled 386 acres while 
maintaining the same boundary lines. She believed that the additional 60 acres were a part of the 
coastal area where Veitiri is located. There were a couple of theories surrounding this discrepancy the 
first being that these 60 acres were never initially sold because it was known at the time to be 
individually owned under the native form of land tenure known as ikovukovu. Juliani considered that 
her great ancestor Vocokosai had obtained individual ikovukovu land ownership through conquest in 
precolonial times. Despite it not been occupied by her kinship group for hundreds of years she 
believed Lomakalou village would have never sold it before the Deed of Cession due to its sacred 
status of ikovukovu.  She believes the current owners of the land, the residential co-operative, 
therefore does not own the land and therefore is illegally developing Veitiri. Just like the Garricks and 
Scott, she characterises the current residential co-operative as complicit in the legacy of unlawful land 
alienation. This characterising however also had ethnic undertones due to the Indian origins of the 
residential co-operative. Juliani argues that they were stealing the land of Veitiri based on the 
characteristics of greed and their desire to accumulate money typically associated to Fiji-Indians by 
itaukeis.   
 Details of this map were distributed through the system of talk and Lolobo headman Tairusi 
had an alternative interpretation based on information he was told by a school friend that was now 
working for the Native Land Trust Board (NLTB). He claims that the current government is involved in 
moving land holdings across one lot to the next for corrupt reasons. Tairusi stated that on another lot 
of land not far from Veitiri, 60 acres of land was officially redesignated as coast/ocean and therefore 
subtracted from that plot of land. At the same time, they added this particular 60 acres on to Crown 
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Grant lot XXX where Veitiri is located. This he argued was motivated to favour land development as a 
way of getting around complex native land holdings. In Tairusi’s narrative, there was a combination of 
sharing information of material documents through the system of talk, with the contents of the 
document reinterpreted based on other rumours from extended social networks.   Tairusi was not the 
only one to reinterpret this map based on alternative information. Each group had their misgivings 
regarding the discrepancy. Another prominent theory was that when the residential co-operative 
supposedly sold a 60 acre piece of Crown Grant lot XXX, they did not subtract the area of land sold 
from the overall ledger. Rather they reallocated this 60 acre area to include Veitiri through some land 
accounting gymnastics.  
I argue here that despite the situations where the flow of communications can not be traced 
from person to person, communication does seem to flow intractably through the ether of the urban 
environment. From all directions, there seems to be the borrowing and crafting of narratives and 
material evidence towards the Melanesian urban emancipation from the legacy of colonial exclusion 
embodied in the current commodification of Veitiri land. Even though the narratives and 
interpretations of material documents from one group or individual to the next differ in their details, 
there is a coalescence towards this shared movement. The differences are superfluous in their 
practicality. In many regards, as long as a shared narrative production ensures the continued 
production of the urban village that reflects an allegiance to vakavanua. It also exhibits a challenge to 
the Fijian government’s appropriation of the term by emphasising corruption and ulterior motives in 
their land tenure policies.   
Kinship Lineages and Map Theft  
 The differences between kinship group’s narratives may be superfluous with regards to the 
contestation of land from colonial legacies and the current capitalist system to ensure a shared vision 
of vakavanua in the city. However, the differences between kinship groups are not superfluous on 
personal emotional levels, and in many regards, the true ownership of land was highly important to 
the residents of Veitiri. Without true land ownership belief, the construction of the urban village and 
the pursuit of urban vakavanua would become more tenuous as it would separate urban living from 
connection with traditional mythology and ancestors. Each kinship group were therefore involved in 
connecting kinship lineages and mythology with the materiality of documents, names, and place. This 
was pursued in a complex communicative system connecting kin members in the urban environment 
with those on rural home islands who had access to these resources of kinship lineage and mythology. 
The Lomaiviti group, in particular, were highly engaged in gathering these traditional resources 
through their kinship network and connecting them to Veitiri. These narratives were highly contested 
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in the Veitiri field of residential affairs due to the emotional importance and legitimacy of being the 
true traditional landowners of Veitiri.  
 As I became more aware of the mythological connection of the Lomaiviti group with the land 
of Veitiri I began asking Juliani more detailed questions about how this connection was substantiated. 
She told me that her brother Samu who lived in an adjacent suburb had been tracing their kinship 
lineage that connected them to the place of Veitiri and suggested that I talk to him for more 
information. I met Samu twice, once at his suburban middle-class home and at the inner Suva city 
school that he was the principal of after school hours. Our conversations were directed towards 
mapping the Lomaiviti kinship lineage which he had been constructing on his return visits to his home 
island in the Lomaiviti island group. Samu explained this kinship lineage proved their connection to 
Veitiri. Below in figure one is a simplified kinship lineage we traced out over these two sessions. Samu 
argued that the names of this kinship structure connected them to the place of Veitiri and the 
surrounding areas.  The names included in this kinship lineage are pseudonyms. This kinship structure 
applies specifically the kinship network that originated from Lomaiviti and present around Veitiri. It is 
not representative of the entire population originating from Lomaiviti. 
 
 
Samu began our session by stating that the Lomaiviti group discovered that they were the true 
owners of Veitiri at a church ceremony in the early 2000s. At this church ceremony, they were told 
that the true name of Veitiri was Vocokosai named after their great ancestor. On the broadest level, 
their clan’s yavusa is named Yalodeitoka, and there are three mataqali in the yavusa are called 
Yalodeitoka, kulitavola, and Kulinisoli. Their mataqali is called Yalodeitoka which has three tokatoka 
Figure 3: Lomaiviti Kinship lineage 
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called, Yalodeitoka, Ikanikoro, and Sitoalevu. Their tokatoka is called Yalodeitoka. In other words, 
Juliani and Samu’s yavusa, mataqali and tokatoka have the same name of Yalodeitoka. Samu 
explained this is because their mataqali and tokatoka are “the heart” of the yalodeitoka yavusa. Samu 
went on to explain that the other tokatoka names of their mataqali represent place names. Ikanikoro 
and Sitoalevu are both names of places nearby to the settlement of Veitiri. The people of these 
tokatoka live in these areas. Their tokatoka of Yalodeitoka does not represent a place name because 
it is named after their yavusa and mataqali. Samu claims that if their tokatoka yalodeitoka was given 
a name it would be called Vocokosai after their great ancestor. He explained that this connects them 
to the land of Veitiri whose real name is Vocokosai. This would have been known by the Native Land 
Trust Board (NLTB), however, their clan did not have their land ownership claims recorded by the NLTB 
after the Deed of Cession was signed. Their clan was highly mobile during that period as they relocated 
to different villages across the Lomaiviti island group making it difficult to find and record their land 
ownership.  
 This connection of kinship names to the place of Veitiri was also highly connected to a map 
detailing both land area and traditional kinship connection. Jope, the headman of the Lomakalou 
kinship group, told me this story after I asked him about the Lomaiviti land ownership claims. He stated 
that not long after they learned of their land ownership at the church ceremony in the early 2000s 
there was a meeting between a man named Apenisa from the Lomakalou kinship group, and another 
man also named Apenisa from the Lomaiviti kinship group to discuss land ownership. Apenisa from 
Lomakalou brought along a map of the area, its contents unknown, but in some way specified land 
ownership areas. When Apenisa from Lomakalou left he forgot to take the map with him. Afterwards, 
Apenisa from Lomaiviti inspected the map in private. He interpreted that the land of Veitiri was his 
according to his genealogy and the name confusion surrounding Apenisa. Apenisa from Lomaiviti 
subsequently kept the map and did not return it. Jope explained that the Lomaiviti group believed the 
eyes of land knew who the true owner of the land was, and that the map had made its way to Apenisa 
from Lomaiviti through spiritual means. In this sense, they believed their possession of the map 
conveyed onto them traditional ownership.  
 These stories told by Samu and Jope show that the way kinship lineages, names, and maps 
intersected in the field of residential affairs in Veitiri were highly contested. The way traditional 
knowledge intersects subsequently impacts the way in which the urban village is imprinted with 
traditional significance. This ability to materialise names and labels in kinship lineages and documents 
such as maps onto the urban landscape is important in maintaining this vakavanua connection to land. 
The premise and legitimacy of the urban village depend on this materialisation for these kinship 
groups. The interpretations and disputes mentioned above continue to go unresolved between 
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kinship groups. However, in many ways, it is the presence of contested land ownership that allows 
many disparate and rural-urban migrant kinship groups to have an emotional investment in Veitiri. 
The unresolved mythological disputes between such kinship groups allow each kinship group to imbue 
and materialise the land of Veitiri with their own individual vakavanua connection. 
Broken Formal and Informal Agreements  
 The interpretation and sharing of rumour, maps and land titles in these instances are directed 
towards producing connection and way of life to urban land. The relationships signified through 
agreements and documents between settlers and the residential co-operative in many ways 
undermine the doctrines of vakavanua. One strong doctrine of vakavanua is to adhere to native land 
tenure agreements as respect to the land and its owners (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). The confusion 
surrounding true land ownership over Veitiri of course historically has made this difficult to uphold. 
However, the manner in which informal and formal agreements were made and repeatedly broken by 
formal and informal landowners in deceitful ways have been perceived to violate the essence of 
vakavanua under which these agreements were made. This is because the dichotomy of 
informality/formality has been used to the detriment of the settlers of Veitiri as is common in informal 
settlements in the global south (McFarlane, 2012). Informal agreements made by settlers can be 
delegitimised by these authorities and can provide the basis for control. Governments and developers 
can also utilise their own forms of informality by redefining the authority of formal agreements to 
their own advantage (McFarlane, 2012; Roy, 2005). There is a firsthand awareness of this practice in 
Veitiri that permeates through Veitiri and surrounding settlements and correspondingly impacts the 
landscape itself. In line with the assertion of land ownership narratives and the right to the city, there 
is resistance to such practice. It adds to the legacy of land injustice and the effort to overcome and 
reclaim urban spaces under traditional practice. There is also a sense of violation that degrades the 
land due to the fact it has not been genuinely treated under the protocol of vakavanua by these 
entities.  
According to narratives of settlers, the residential co-operative had historically engaged in the 
sale of land to settlers since their occupation of formal land ownership in 1969. For the Lomakalou 
and Lolobo kinship groups, these activities were not seriously regarded considering that they were not 
aware of the initial sale of the land by Lomakalou village in pre-colonial times. Jope and Tairusi of the 
Lomakalou and Lolobo kinship groups respectively, however, did know of a residential co-operative 
consisting of primarily itaukei’s before 1969 which their fathers were members of. They believed this 
residential co-operative was formed and acted in the best interests of native landowners. After 1969 
this residential co-operative was taken over by Indian-Fijians. This takeover was considered 
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illegitimate and carried no authority by Jope and Tairusi. The lack of development that occurred since 
1969 seemed to confirm to the Lomakalou and Lolobo kinship groups the lack of authority that the 
residential co-operative had over the land of Veitiri. Regardless, during their formal ownership, the 
residential co-operative came to agreements with Indian, itaukeis, and Solomon Island residents. In 
return for financial payments, they were promised secure tenure on plots of land. In my discussions 
with these settlers, these agreements seemed to occur primarily in the 1990s and 2000s.  
 It was around this time that residents started becoming aware that the formal ownership of 
land was not held by Lomakalou village. The Solomon Island and Lolobo groups had paid a vakavanua 
agreement to Lomakalou village upon their first settlement to obtain secure tenure. At their discovery 
that Lomakalou did not hold formal authority, they approached the residential co-operative to obtain 
legitimate land tenure. In a nearby settlement consisting of both Indian and Itaukei residents they too 
had discovered that Lomakalou did not have formal land tenure and came to similar agreements with 
the residential co-operative. In some instances, payments were made as a form of promissory tribute. 
In other instances where documents were signed, residents did not keep a copy with the residential 
cooperative filing the document. The Solomon Island and Lolobo groups at the time of the current 
development were at first feeling secure based on their promissory arrangement with the residential 
co-operative. Their stance soon changed when they observed the construction of the road was making 
its way down to their deep positions in the settlement and that the agreement would not be upheld. 
Those in other settlements who had signed documents went to the residential co-operatives office in 
Suva to retrieve their documents. The answer inevitably came back that they did not have any such 
documents on file. These residents felt as though they had been deceived out of legitimate and secure 
land tenure.  
 The arrangement between the residential co-operative and the ministry of local government 
ensured that all settlers of Veitiri and surrounding settlements affected would gain secure land tenure 
of a 230 m2 in a smaller segment of Veitiri. For many, this agreement was not satisfactory. They 
believed their initial agreement would allow them to continue living where they were. For Indian and 
itaukei residents living in neighbouring settlements, this was considered an issue because they had 
constructed their physical and social homes in their own separate settlement. They were required to 
relocate to Veitiri that had no road and limited water and electricity access. For the Solomon Island 
group, it would require their relocation from their long residence from the waterways and equally 
destroy the social and spatial configuration on their corner of the settlement. In return, they would 
also be receiving much smaller plots of land spatially configured in an urban grid-like pattern.  Adding 
to the injustice of not upholding the intentions in these initial promissory or formal agreements, the 
process of formally obtaining these new plots of land were equally muddied. Despite signing 
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agreements that allocated to them specific plots of land in the new settlement these documents had 
an unspecified time after which they were void. The settlers would have to start construction on their 
new homes on these plots for them to be legitimate. This requirement led to circumstances where 
these agreements were made void, the settlers not told, and the plot of land given to someone else. 
It was then common for settlers to go to their plot of land and find that someone else had started 
construction on it.  
 In these stories, there is not only the discrediting of vakavanua agreements made with what 
was thought to be native landowners, but subsequent agreements with the residential co-operative 
had also been unrecognised or discredited. They violate a crucial premise of the “urban village” that 
land tenure, no matter how unclear, would be respected and approached in a genuine manner (Jones, 
2016a, 2016b). This upset Tairusi of the Lolobo settlement most prominently. Towards the end of my 
fieldwork, he had conceded that the land of the settlement was owned formally by the residential co-
operative. He still held firm his emotional attachment to the land in accordance to its true albeit now 
informal native ownership over the land. He listened to incoming settlers from other settlements and 
their struggles with informal and formal agreements with the residential co-operative. He was 
personally disheartened that like the disregard for their vakavanua agreement with Lomakalou, and 
the formal agreements with the residential co-operative, similarly incoming settlers Indian and itaukei 
were continually being mistreated in their agreements. The essence of vakavanua of Veitiri was being 
violated and diminished as a result.  For Tairusi, his attachment to land was now conflicted. He had his 
own traditional attachments to the land while also disgusted by the actions that were being taken on 
it that did not in any way represent vakavanua, the way of the land. 
We Don’t Use Mobile  
As I collected this data throughout my fieldwork, I was attentive and hopeful that the mobile 
would be appropriated in this communicative ecology. I observed how through the world of talk 
narratives circulated through Veitiri and the broader urban assemblage. Through this world of talk 
material documents such as land titles and maps were gathered and interpreted and in turn lay their 
imprint on the settlement of Veitiri. They were interpreted within the framework of colonial exclusion, 
kinship lineages, and the ethnic project of producing vakavanua in the city. The betrayal of informal 
and formal agreements and the flow of this narrative to native owners such Tairusi stained the 
landscape and the prospects of achieving this goal. I thought surely that the mobile would be in some 
form be used to communicate and coordinate the sharing of narratives, documents, or traditional 
materials. I was half expecting the taking of pictures of documents to be on sent to others, video and 
voice recordings of changing circumstances on the ground or meetings, and phone discussions of 
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information found. Based on the budget studies I conducted in the settlement as well as social media 
use surveys in the settlement there was a relatively high mobile penetration in the settlement. 
However, when I asked specifically about using the mobile phone to obtain or pass on information, 
there was always an adamant denial, a shaking of the head with the explanation “we don’t use 
mobile”. My observation, or lack of observation, of mobile use with regards to the sharing of 
information related to land ownership, seemed to support this. As I began to understand further the 
historical and socio-cultural context of the communicative model present in Veitiri, the unsuitability 
of this technology for this purpose became more apparent. 
My first inkling that mobile phones were not used to share land ownership information came 
in my first story-telling sessions with Juliani. The environment in which we talked about land 
ownership was not conducive to recording our discussion on the tape recorder of my phone. The 
sessions had an atmosphere of sacredness not to be violated. It felt as though when the topic of 
ancient history was brought to the surface, there was a channelling of sacred sources that factored 
into the interpretation of other people’s narratives and material documents. Indeed there were 
references to a spiritual connection in particular through dreams. Some of these dreams connected 
them to their ancestors and their intentions. Others were prophetic of the consequences that would 
happen to those that tampered with land. There were also visions of other settlers or the residential 
co-operative conspiring with government authorities. In particular, the vision of Lau/Kadavu settlers 
talking and accepting the new terms of the settlement with the residential co-operative or 
government was cited by both Lomakalou and Lomaiviti groups. In keeping with this atmosphere 
during these sessions we would sit in her house often as the sun was beginning to set eventually 
making it hard to read documents or even see each other’s faces. Words on the pages of documents 
seemed to gain more additional meanings of deception in low light. Other participants also interjected 
into the discussion from unknown directions, and at first, I often didn’t know who was speaking. The 
darkness seemed to assist in the storytelling. Darker themes concerning violent revenge or 
consequence would escalate towards the end of these sessions. The presence of a recorder I feared 
would disrupt this channelling and the exploration of these darker topics. Indeed no other participant 
used their mobile phone during these sessions, and I followed suit.  
A similar atmosphere was present in my discussions with Juliani’s brother Samu at his inner-
city school after school hours. Our conversations were directed to mapping out his kinship lineage 
linking them to the land of Veitiri. Again I felt in this process the channelling of sacred knowledge with 
the weight of each name mentioned holding significant weight. My scribing of names and their 
representation on the diagram was deemed not incorrect but improper by Samu. My natural writing 
style could be considered rough at the best of times. Not long into our session, he took it upon himself 
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to scribe the names in a diagram more suitable. Again I believed that the use of a mobile phone audio 
or video recorder would disrupt this channelling of sacred sources and its materialisation onto the 
page. In the few contexts I did consider the use of a mobile phone recorder was at least tolerable there 
was still an atmosphere of high confidentiality and sacredness. The discussions I had with Tairusi for 
instance were recorded. They were carried out the back of his property on plastic chairs clear of any 
main foot thoroughfares. However, for most of the discussions, he would lean forward with his elbows 
on his knees and talk in a hushed voice. 
I argue that in part the interpretation and communication of rumours, land titles, maps and 
kinship lineages were conducted in the socio-cultural contexts of place. The construction of the urban 
village of Veitiri made it a place of traditional significance with its conditions for mobile use. In so many 
other domains of social life, the mobile is appropriated into these spaces as subsequent chapters will 
attest. However, there are other domains of social life that the mobile is not incorporated into. In 
Samoa, the use of mobile is often inappropriate in spaces where a traditional ceremony is taking place. 
Similarly, as I have alluded to, I sensed that the presence of mobile phones would disrupt the 
channelling of ancestors and the past from which their interpretations of material documents was 
derived. I also argue however that the interpretations of material documents, kinship lineages, and 
how they were communicated were also actively part of the construction of the urban village. To 
construct the traditional space of the urban village, forms of communication corresponding to the 
maintenance of traditional relationships were preferred. In the above examples, the very forms of 
communication involving the interaction of peoples, material documents, and spiritual connection to 
ancestors were instrumental in imbuing land with vakavanua tradition. Storytelling sessions 
mentioned involved real-time interaction and co-presence of others, as well as conditions relating to 
the surrounding physical and social environment for its construction. Similarly, the dissemination and 
interpretation of material documents through the world of talk required the physical co-presence of 
others through social chains. Stories of map theft and the breaking of formal and informal agreements 
carried further weight as they physically interacted with the land on which they took place. 
Communications via the mobile phone would have removed co-presence and surrounding physical 
and social environment that impacted the sense of vakavanua on the land of Veitiri.  
It is also important to note however the political context surrounding the production of this 
information and its intent to emancipate the Melanesian city from the legacy of urban exclusion. To 
wrest land ownership from colonial and capitalist powers to restore it to its traditional ownership and 
norms is not new in Fiji. The history of successive coups in 1987, 2000, and 2006 each sought in part 
to reinstate and protect more traditional forms of land ownership, in particular from Indian ethnic 
group perceived to commodifise and profit from land (Trnka, 2005, 2008). The Bainimarama led 
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government is currently not popular in the settlement as a result of his policies that are perceived to 
favour Indian and corporate interests in Fiji over the maintenance of traditional rights (Bryant‐Tokalau, 
2014). Veitiri settlers are seeing this materialise on the ground as an Indian freehold land co-operative 
was developing the land in violation of traditional land ownership rights. Rumours of a hotel being 
constructed on the coast that would clear the mangroves and island where the settlement was 
founded is considered a further affront in favour of capitalist interests.  
There is, however, an acute awareness of political surveillance through electronic 
communication (Tarai et al., 2015b). This awareness prohibited an openness of electronic 
communication in Veitiri due to its perceived traceability. On a survey, I conducted regarding Facebook 
use in the settlement I asked whether these users read or followed any political posts. I found that 
many middle-aged users of Facebook both male and female did read these posts, yet they did not like 
comment, or share these posts. Some people in the settlement worked in the public sector and feared 
that if their views contrary to the path of the Bainimarama government were known they would be 
fired. However, others working in the informal economy also did not like or comment on political posts 
despite actively engaging and seeking them for fear of repercussions from the government. The 
mobile phone was seen as a form of traceability of political dissension particularly with regards to the 
project of creating or reclaiming urban lands under norms of tradition counter to formal ownership 
and development. The communicative ecology of Veitiri put a shadow on the sources. In this sense, 
my initial experience of not being able to track down the sources of information in the communicative 
ecology of Veitiri was an intentional and key characteristic. Sources did not want to be known or 
traced. Depite this, this communication ecology also insured the transmission of information and 
interpretation of material documents to culminate in this shared counter-hegemonic albeit highly 
contested construction of vakavanua in Veitiri.  
Conclusion 
This chapter has explored how multiple constructed narratives are formed in the urban village 
of Veitiri and the broader urban field. As I argued in the previous chapter the construction of these 
narratives were directed towards producing traditional connections to urban lands. The production of 
such traditional space is rooted in the ethnic goal to reclaim the city from the legacy of urban exclusion 
experienced in Fiji and broader Melanesia. Through an intricate communication system, information 
regarding settlement and other kinship group’s connection to the urban lands of Veitiri are 
disseminated. Knowledge of material objects such as land titles and maps, as well as kinship lineages 
and agreements are spread through this communicative system. The various aspects of these 
documents are analysed and interpreted within an interweaving grid of social relations culminating in 
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a shared yet contested ethos of the settlement, and more broadly a shared commitment to 
vakavanua. This communicative system is indicative of the very ethnic project of reclaiming the city, 
as communication is entangled in the socio-cultural context of place. To produce tradition; methods 
of communication that amplify, legitimise, and embolden vakavanua onto urban lands are preferred. 
These methods require co-presence and conditions allowing for a connection to material documents, 
past ancestors, and surrounding landscape. This coupled with a perception of political surveillance by 
a government that is perceived to be complicit in the erosion of traditional land ownership and norms, 
render the mobile phone absent in this communicative ecology.  The mobile not only decontextualises 
narratives from the land that they are imbuing with traditional significance, but it also provides a 
mechanism through which their ethnic project can be politically exposed and undermined.  
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5. Currents of Identity: Spaces of Electricity Access and Informal 
Power Grids 
One of the first things I noticed when I entered Veitiri across the settlement bridge was the 
myriad of cables and pipes that ran next to it. They diverged across the bridge connecting some 
households to the utility grid while leaving others out. Deeper into the settlement there were less 
cable and pipe, and distant sounds of diesel generators connecting some households to a few hours 
of power a day. More common were households with no access to power. This chapter will analyse 
the various arrangements that Veitiri residents make to gain utilities such as electricity. I argue that 
like the currents of electricity that flow through the spaces and cables connecting neighbours and kin 
together, providing the modern urban necessities of power and water; through these lines also flow 
currents of solidarity and reciprocity linking residents together in the struggle to survive in their ever-
evolving and urbanising environment (Elyachar, 2010; Simone & Abouhani, 2005). In many ways, the 
production of locality and sociality around infrastructure counterposes the commoditised 
infrastructural relationships of the urban environment beyond the settlement bridge. Their 
contextually and culturally specific infrastructural relationships embody the notion of producing life 
in the city according to vakavanua in the urban environment emblematic of the “urban village”. 
However, the development of the settlement by the Vishal Residential Co-operation disrupted this 
infrastructure challenging the currents of identity that are flowing through it. This chapter will also 
analyse the reconstruction of the settlement infrastructure in the environment of encroaching 
urbanism. The informal power grid constructed in its place exclude some residents from electricity 
and commoditise it as a resource to profit from. Through the administration of land, space, and 
material infrastructure by state and corporation entities, a socio-political form of urbanism was 
installed antithetical of the vision of the urban village residents (Chatterjee, 2004; Schnitzler, 2013). 
Encoding Urbanism through Infrastructure 
 There has been a call for a more thorough anthropological investigation of infrastructural 
systems beyond the technical and material components of roads, bridges, signs, wires, pipes, 
information systems, and financial markets/networks (Gupta, 2015; Larkin, 2013; Star, 1999). Star 
(1999) argues that the analysis of infrastructural systems has been decidedly shallow due to its 
apparent invisibility. She argues that this invisibility is created because the use of infrastructure can 
often be considered second nature, even boring, and thus taken for granted by users and analysts 
alike. She argues however that beyond this invisibility infrastructures, in the processes in which 
institutors and users encode their use impacts “essential aspects of aesthetics, justice and change”. In 
this assertion, she states that infrastructures are highly relational in the sense that their creation and 
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application are directed towards an organised practice, whether a student using an academic 
information system or a cook using a water system. The relations between the technical/material 
components, the institutional and policy frameworks, and then the end user can create systems can 
impact upon the experience of everyday life in ways that privilege certain practices and ways of being 
over others. Such relations, therefore, have a very real and tangible effect on civil and social 
arrangements. Star calls for the ethnographic investigation of infrastructural systems through the 
analysis of observing users everyday interactions and encounters with them to uncover the invisible 
manners in which they encode society.  
Larkin (2008, 2013) contests the inherent invisibility of infrastructures. He argues that 
infrastructural projects have often been made a spectacle of. National infrastructural projects are 
often encoded with the symbolism of patriotism and national greatness to citizens (Larkin, 2013). 
Colonial infrastructural projects were often constructed to impose notions of racial superiority over 
those that they ruled and those these colonial powers competed with (Larkin, 2008). Such 
infrastructure however also does not necessarily need to be made a spectacle of to be visible to 
everyday users. The seemingly mundane state and corporate policies that can drastically impact upon 
a user’s routine use of infrastructures can render it visible and significant. Larkin (2013) argues that 
this is particularly evident in urban areas in the global south when access to infrastructural services 
such as electricity and water can determine the long-term livability of urban environments. In such 
situations, the urban poor become policy and technical experts of infrastructural systems by tapping 
into or bypassing formal infrastructural grids to access these basic urban amenities. When the 
management of technical, infrastructural systems becomes a daily concern that involves demands on 
time, physical labour, and ingenuity, it is no longer an invisible or background structure (Graham, 
2010; Simone, 2004; Simone & Abouhani, 2005). Much like the use of infrastructure to encode certain 
national ideals and imaginaries by states, the every day and persistent struggles of users with 
infrastructures can act as a visible and defiant statement of belonging to an institutionally hostile 
urban environment (Simone, 2004; Simone & Abouhani, 2005). What is apparent here is that 
infrastructures do not only become visible upon their material and technical breakdown (Star, 1999). 
They also become visible when they are implicated in or are utilised to encode political articulations 
of citizenship (Larkin, 2013; Schnitzler, 2013). In this sense, Larkin (2008, 2013) argues that 
ethnography can also be directed toward examining how certain visibilities of infrastructures are 
mobilised in the pursuit of social and political movements.  
 Recent ethnographic work by Schnitzler (2013) and Waldorf (2016) has begun to demonstrate 
political articulation of the “right to the city” by informal settlers is visibly played out in the domain 
infrastructure. Schnitzler (2013) investigates how municipal authorities in South Africa encoded the 
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idea of financially and morally responsible citizens through the introduction of pre-pay water meters 
into informal settlements. The introduction of pre-pay meters into informal settlements that could 
cut off the water at any moment carried with it the connotation of the continuation of symbolic state 
violence in the post-apartheid era. Such a material and technical infrastructural devise, therefore, was 
bound up with notions of “belonging and citizenship” in the urban environment and broader nation. 
In response to the exclusion that the meters entailed, informal settlers rose in mass protest. In this 
domain of political contestation, the infrastructural devices of pre-pay meters were highly visible as 
they were thrown on the doorsteps of local governmental officials, or split open with grinders. Waldorf 
(2013) similarly shows how infrastructural systems are used by the state as a device to control and 
restrict membership of the urban environment. He details how Angolan municipal officials had filled 
the respiratory valves leading to a peri-urban agricultural informal settlement with rocks and sand. 
The tampering of infrastructural systems caused the informal settlers to visualise the implications of 
this strategy of the state. They visualised that their crops would wither and die, leaving their land 
barren. Municipal authorities would then deem their land as infertile, leading to justifications for land 
reclamation and urbanisation. Such visualisations prompted the informal settlers into collective action 
to unblock these respiratory valves and compete for their right to the city through this infrastructural 
domain. These examples show that through the ethnographic investigation of relations between state 
and informal settlers, through the administration of infrastructure, certain political-ethical 
contestations can be analysed (Chatterjee, 2004).  
 In these contexts of limited access and denial to infrastructures such as roads, electricity, and 
water in the global south, new informal arrangements that provide alternative access to these 
services, or alternative means to survive without them, need to be made. This involves engaging with 
alternative combinations of objects, spaces, persons and practices to produce and access these 
services outside of the formal system. How these infrastructural assemblages are produced are 
directed by the inter-relationships between the peoples excluded in the formal infrastructural system. 
Simone (2004) argues that there is a notion of people as infrastructure as they collectively rally to find 
alternative means to survive within the material realities of the city. Simone further argues that it is 
through the process of establishing and operating this personal infrastructure that there is the 
reproduction of a collective identity according to shared values/norms. Elyachar (2010) similarly 
argues that the urban poor have a series of communicative channels based on phatic relationships can 
be relied upon to get by in the urban environment. These communicative channels can be considered 
as a “public good” held in the collective property of the urban poor. Their social and cultural specificity 
that allows for mutual assistance makes them valuable social infrastructures. Based on these social 
infrastructures alternative and adapted socio-material infrastructural assemblages are produced. The 
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reworking of these infrastructures engages with the idea of locality. Infrastructure is produced within 
social relations reflective of social and cultural values/norms are produced (Appadurai, 1995). 
 The idea that there are alternate infrastructures produced and placed in different social, 
cultural, and political context is an extension of the communicative ecology framework. Horst (2006) 
argues that people use a combination of communication methods in socially and culturally specific 
ways that interlock to form a communicative ecology. A combination of physical communication 
infrastructures such as dirt paths, digital communication devises and media, various physical and 
digital currencies, can interact with contextually specific relations to facilitate culturally appropriate 
systems of mutual reliance. Horst (2013) argues that the manner in which these combinations are 
affected by regulatory and technical infrastructures of exclusion force an adaption in the 
communicative ecology. Horst & Taylor (2014) found how cost structures of telecommunication 
companies in Haiti and Dominican Republic that shared a border impacted the combination of 
communication methods along this border area. The charging of international rates across countries 
caused people to own multiple SIM cards from both Haitian and Dominican telecommunication 
providers. Reception from each provider extended across the border enabling the use of these SIM 
cards. This allowed communication between Haitian-Dominican networks across a regulated border. 
This communication was contextualised within a broader system of exchange and care that historically 
occurred across the border. This infrastructural improvisation in response to regulatory or technical 
restraints connects “heterogeneous multi-infrastructural environments” at the seams, producing a 
workable infrastructure for those marginalised (Vertesi, 2014). Such improvisation is likely to be 
common and frequent across Melanesia, and the broader global south until inclusive infrastructural 
systems are constructed (Graham, 2010; Simone & Abouhani, 2005).  
In the context of Veitiri, I equally observed this combination of communication methods at 
the seams based on an infrastructure of residential networks and regulatory/technical constraints. 
This is seen in the spaces of electricity access in the pre-development environment of the urban village 
of Veitiri and the informal power grids of the present-development environment in Veitiri. As I argue 
in this chapter the production of spaces of electricity access enable the residents of Veitiri to piece 
together an infrastructure allowing them to reproduce principles of vakavanua; primarily 
communalism and a sense of living together. The regulatory and technical environment of the urban 
village allowed its residents to produce this infrastructure as they envisioned. The piecing together of 
an informal power grid in the present environment of land commodification, however, represents an 
ethical/moral codification of the urban village antithetical to vakavanua. The regulatory and technical 
environment changed that directed the infrastructure of the urban village to commodify resources, to 
create divisions in the social infrastructure, and therefore create infrastructural exclusions. 
75 
 
Distinguishing how regulatory and technical regimes can codify the production of infrastructures along 
these seamful spaces, consciously or unconsciously, enable an analysis of how and if urban residents 
can produce their vision of urbanism (Graham, 2010; Simone, 2004; Simone & Abouhani, 2005). I 
analyse the change of socio-material infrastructures in the urban village of Veitiri through spatial and 
material layouts of infrastructures and how these combine with various social relationships, political 
discourse, ideas of traditionality/urbanism and micro-transactions in the settlement (Dovey, 2009).  
Spaces of Electricity Access  
 In the first days of my arrival in Veitiri, many of my daily activities concerned establishing how 
I would keep in contact with family, friends, and supervisors back in Australia/New Zealand. This 
involved buying SIM cards from Vodafone and Digicel, a USB internet device, finding the best call and 
data deals, but perhaps most significantly finding places to charge my mobile phone and laptop.  Upon 
arriving in Veitiri I found that I was lucky to be in one of the few households in the settlement that had 
a direct connection to electricity. This, however, did not guarantee access to electricity whenever I 
wanted as there were two connection points in the household. One connection point next to the 
television had a multi-plug extension attached to it. One of these spots was taken by the television 
that was perpetually turned on either playing movies on a DVD player (that required its own spot) or 
rugby. Other spots were often taken up by mobile phones of family members or neighbouring friends 
or kin. The other connection point located in the kitchen was often taken up by appliances such as an 
electric jug and a top loading washing machine. Charging devices at night was also forbidden at times 
due to the concern of an electrical fault starting a fire which occasionally had occurred in neighbouring 
settlements. I, therefore, had to pick certain moments to secure an unoccupied charging spot at 
permissible times. Securing one of these spots still however also did not guarantee the charging of my 
electronic devices however, as the multi-plug was very old and temperamental. The slightest of knocks 
could disconnect my charger, and when it was connected, charging was extremely slow. My frustration 
of not having a reliable source of electricity lead me to search out for cafes in Suva that had power 
points I could use while eating during the day. It was during these times that I had electricity and time 
to connect with the people and life that I had temporarily left behind. 
I found that this daily task to access electricity was one shared by most members of the 
settlement, with each having their own specific and routine systems of accessing a limited supply of 
electricity. I first noticed this as a woman named Maika from a nearby household came to drop off her 
mobile at the household on a regular basis. She usually dropped it off early in the morning before 
sunrise so that it would charge while she was doing her morning activities before she needed to leave 
to catch the bus to central Suva. She would also occasionally stop by the household after she returned 
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from work as it was getting dark and collect it before she slept. These pickup and drop-offs were 
unceremonious with hushed and little dialogue, particularly in the morning when she would wake a 
member of the household with a gentle knock at the door. There was also the mandatory payment of 
$1 per charge to cover the cost of electricity and inconvenience. It was at first a seemingly mundane 
practice to access electricity to charge her mobile and a small token source of additional income for 
the household. Indeed, for many, the practice of charging mobile phones was highly secondary to the 
possibilities that a charged mobile offered. The mobile allowed users to express and communicate 
certain identities through social media, accessing media and games as a source of leisure, and 
accessing interisland and international resources. Upon further inspection, however, the act of finding 
a place to recharge mobiles, and allowing neighbours use household electricity fostered narratives of 
“living together” somewhat akin to “loving each other” that is not altogether insignificant (Brison, 
2007). The domain of electricity where everyone could find a place to charge their mobile phones 
loosely connected the settlers, not only in a personal sense but also collectively according to 
traditional principles defiant to the urban commodification and individualisation of resources.  
As I became further interested in the sheer logistics of charging the electronic devices of 101 
households between a mere seven households with access to electricity, I decided to start observing 
households, in particular comings and goings to understand how such settlement-wide charging was 
able to be carried out. One of these houses was owned by Kelera. On walking into the settlement from 
the road, and over the bridge into the settlement, hers was the first house that everyone needed to 
pass before diverging into a series of branching paths that lead all over the settlement. The area 
outside this house had an area of compacted dirt with no vegetation on it due to its location as the 
main foot thoroughfare, and a location where people gathered in groups upon exit or arrival in the 
settlement. Those that gathered were primarily settlement youth who liked to sit and listen to music 
coming from the large music box in Kelera’s house. They usually sat on logs with phones in hand as 
they shared pictures and video clips from Facebook, or played music that they were trying to hear 
over the music box. As I arrived or left the settlement I would often be stopped with handshakes as 
they asked me where I was going when I would be back, and perhaps if I could lend them some small 
change for the day. Such greetings were had with most people in the settlement with requests to pick 
things up from Suva for them or to recount the events of the day gone past. In the late afternoons, 
some youth were often called from down in the settlement up to the main road to help carry 
groceries/produce from a taxi to a house in the settlement. When items such as building materials, 
mattresses, and appliances were delivered to the entrance of the settlement youth also helped in 
delivery. You could sit outside Kelera’s house for the entire day and see every movement both peoples 
and objects to and from the settlement. It was a gateway to the urban world outside, which 
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accompanied by urban media. This was why this location was so appealing to the settlement youth. 
On the other hand, it was also a location of establishing and maintaining settlement-wide connections 
through passing dialogue and general labour. 
Kelera was in control of all mobile charging and ensured that every charger paid her a $1 fee 
which she was able to retain control of. She was not integrated with youth practices and was rarely 
seen participating in their activities. This led me to initially believe that the fee attached to each charge 
was a form of commodification of electricity as she took advantage of her spatial location in the 
settlement. I found however that despite the high numbers of chargers with a weak social connection 
to Kelera, a not insignificant number of chargers were members of her own household. These 
household members like other chargers also paid a $1 fee yet was not considered a commoditised 
transaction. Her teenage children and husband who were high-frequency mobile users willingly paid 
such a fee and even collected fees from others while she was away on her behalf. For these family 
members, they gave such a fee as a redistribution of their income to Kelera for care. She used this 
income to purchase their household necessities as well as their substantial electricity bill.  
The reframing of this income for a collective purpose led me to consider whether the charging 
fee of $1 to others in the settlement was not a commoditised transaction either despite providing her 
with a substantial income of $61 a week.  I began to reframe these transactions within the youth 
culture and activity surrounding Kelera’s house. In this environment coins never stayed in the hands 
of youth for long. Youth gathered coins from selling coconuts on the main road and by carrying out 
deliveries. These changed hands very quickly through gambling on a card game called “up/down”. This 
game involved betting on a card landing in either an “up” or “down” pile as the dealer alternated 
putting cards in each. For youth, this card game distributed income to those with the most luck on 
their side, or as they saw it, the most prestige. These youth often would give coins to those that had 
demonstrated the most prestige to earn money on their behalf, or asked for money from those that 
had accumulated the most as a plea that their luck will change. In such an environment of frequent 
movement of people and currency, money is always a necessity, however, it was never far away, and 
it would be distributed to you in due time. Kelera and her household were spatially at the centre of 
this environment as well as culturally integral to its youth culture through the provision of mobile 
recharging that enabled the sharing of media. As a result, she was equally integrated into this sort of 
high circulation fate based micro-economy. Just as the accumulation of money was determined by 
prestige on any given day, Kelera had a quiet confidence that even though money was never 
guaranteed on any given day, it inevitably would again soon flow back to her. In this way, mobile 
recharging linked her to the fate of the settlement and youth cultures within it and even shielded her 
from the capitalist arena beyond the bridge.  
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Kelera’s house, however, was not the only electrify access point close to the main bridge. Over 
the bridge down a side path and behind another house on a marshy area of land, tucked away from 
the activity of Kelera’s house was Susani’s very small house. This house despite its close location to 
the bridge could easily go unnoticed, and often it did, even by others in the settlement as they had 
never seen it before. This was not only because it was obscured visually, but it was isolated socially as 
Susani and her family did not have any kin living in the settlement and was renting the house from an 
Indian man who no longer lived there. The house had no communal area outside and was an 
unpleasant place for any leisure activity due to its muddy and often flooded surroundings. I was not 
expecting to record many instances of recharge from this household due to its spatial and social 
isolation but was proven wrong as she recorded in her logbook a not insignificant number of 29 
instances of recharging. Most of these were made by other people in the settlement, many from its 
furthest reaches who she did not necessarily know well. Unlike Kelera, Susani also never charged a fee 
for charging mobile phones. She expressed that she wanted to help others settlers in any way she 
could even if it was a small favour such as charging mobile phones. This service she felt linked her to 
the settlement according to the ethos of “living together” that permeated in different forms 
throughout the settlement. Her notion of “living together” was highly aligned to collective survival in 
the urban environment through the espousal of traditional communal values. Just as she desired to 
develop and cultivate community networks to be her clients for her various informal livelihood 
activities such as on-selling produce in the settlement; mobile recharging was akin to the favour of 
being a loyal client. When considering that mobile charging occurred in these locations as opposed to 
the general store slightly past the settlement bridge, there was the clear preference for mobile 
charging intertwined with the daily activity, circulation and ethos of the settlement that opposed 
capitalist forms of identity and resource commodification. 
These two households generally provided charging for many settlers that did not have 
personal or broader access to electricity within their kinship networks. However there were a few 
large kinship groups within the settlement with one or more electricity points amongst them. One of 
these houses was owned by Sairusi and Amali, a young couple of the Lau kinship group who 
constructed their house on a plot of land allocated to them by the land developers not long after I had 
arrived in the settlement. They had relocated their house to this plot from their initial location much 
further back in the settlement which was more spatially oriented within a broader cluster of 
households belonging to this Lau kinship group. They were now much closer to the road, a few houses 
back from Kelera’s. Despite this, they were still very much connected to their kinship cluster via a well-
compacted dirt path with strategically placed concrete slabs in places that were prone to get muddy 
during heavy rainfall. These paths were the main thoroughfare for this kinship network and were 
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therefore required to pass the house daily. In the afternoons during the week, processions of family 
members would often walk past their house to the back of the settlement with groceries in hand. 
During the weekend this path was often equally as busy with family members dressed in bula shirts 
taking traditional resources such as pigs and mats to urban ceremonies based elsewhere in the city. 
This path broadly had the significance for this kinship group of facilitating the transfer of resources 
across the urban and rural domains of the city and settlement. Sairusi and Amali’s house in the centre 
of this path became an important node that facilitated the flow of resources between the urban 
environment and the more rural environment. 
Sairusi and Amali’s household was the most exemplary example of a mix between the 
maintenance of traditional lifestyle and urban cultures/aspirations. On the exterior, the house is 
blanketed with an abundance of cassava plants planted in every available place on their allocated plot 
of land. Sairusi spends much of his time cultivating and harvesting this cassava and others that he has 
planted on a patch of raised fertile land hidden among the mangroves. He also occasionally goes 
fishing before sunrise with the other fishermen of the settlement. As a result, their household is 
perpetually stocked with produce and fish. In addition to produce, the house had a vast collection of 
electronic devices. In addition to engaging in agricultural activities, Sairusi would also often go into 
Suva in the evenings and purchase mobile phones at extremely low prices from people that 
desperately wanted to convert them to more liquid currencies. Frequently when I arrived at their 
house, they would show me a new device that Sairusi had acquired including laptops and ipads proudly 
indicating the bargain they had gotten, and laughing at the drunk people that they got them from. 
Lastly, their household also has a sheltered area out the back with a pool table. Amali in the evenings 
can be found standing next to a chalkboard writing the order in which youth in the settlement will 
play while collecting $1 per game.  These pool games also were spectated by other youth and side 
bets were frequently made on players. The high circulation betting environment felt at Kelera’s was 
therefore also felt around Sairusi/Amali’s household, the main exception being that unlike Kelera’s 
much of the benefits gained were transferred between a broader kinship network along this path. This 
included the electronics and electricity infrastructure that their urban livelihood activities maintained.  
Mobile phones from peoples outside of their kinship network along with a few immediate 
neighbours were not charged at their household.  When I asked about the various devices that they 
had attached to their power point during a visit, they pointed to a battery charged light owned by 
Sairusi’s mother, the mobile phone of a cousin, and Sairuisi’s brother’s laptop who liked to use it as a 
glorified music player. Many of these devices were acquired by Sairusi himself during one of his 
evening trips to Suva. During this particular visit, there seemed to be an ever-revolving cast of family 
members walking up the path to drop off and pick up their items while their generator was running. 
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Adults would often stay and drink tea, and eat food grown or caught by Sairusi. Children sent to pick 
up items would play and joke with Sairusi and Amali’s children who were playing educational games 
on the family ipad. Their household seemed to have appropriated electronic devises and electricity 
gained through Sairusi and Amali’s engagement with the urban and youth environment, into the 
norms of sharing and caring from one another within their kinship structure. The location of their 
household along this path and their social orientations that straddled these urban and rural worlds 
here is important with regards to the rest of the Lau kinship group’s relationship with the urban 
environment.  For the Lau kinship group, Sairusi/Amali’s household allowed the access of 
infrastructural services in a manner that was not directly connected to an urban relationship in 
particular to commoditised relationships. Access to these infrastructural services was not 
commoditised, but rather was framed within the domain of reciprocity such as the return of goodwill 
for assistance on house construction. The softening of the urban environment across this path allows 
the Lau kinship group to engage with urban materials but separated from its implications and 
influences.  
Through electricity sharing we can see a disengagement with commoditised transactions of 
the urban environment and alternatively an intense engagement with the ethos of “living together” 
which characterises the urban village. To avoid commoditised relationships with the urban 
environment there was a reliance on fellow settlers, through a variety of contextual and culturally 
specific relationships, to provide such services that had the effect of binding them together (Simone, 
2004). The objects, practices and spaces that facilitated the sharing of electricity were also combined 
into contextually complex and culturally informed configurations to create communicative ecologies 
and channels (Elyachar, 2010; H. Horst & Miller, 2006). This includes the space of outside Kelera’s 
house that combines the cables and bridge running in from the main road, the media-centric youth 
culture, and its high circulation micro-economy for instance. Or the combination of agricultural and 
urban livelihood production in the household of Sairusi and Amali, and its orientation along dirt paths 
connecting to the urban environment and kinship cluster. These communicative ecologies and 
channels allowed for the reproduction of sociality and locality that they were producing in the urban 
village counter to urbanisation. In essence, the settlers of Veitiri were successfully able to reproduce 
the life and operation of the city according to the traditional rural ethos they envisioned while 
incorporating urban-based materials and services into this assemblage (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). Such is 
the legacy of the Oceanic urban village. They had claimed their “right to the city” through the 
production of these assemblages centring on material and personal infrastructures.   
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Destruction of Spaces of Electricity Sharing 
 As I wrapped up my fieldwork in Veitiri, I left a place whose future was uncertain. The stage 
for total reconfiguration had been set as boundaries had been marked out by the residential co-
operative, some households had started to move to allocated plots, and the reality of reclamation was 
being realised despite land contestation still being fiercely maintained. The development was going 
forward in ways that were visibly altering the spatial layout of the settlement. Places, where roads 
would eventually be laid, were cleared. Houses looked out towards each other but separated by an 
avenue of dirt cleared by bulldozers. The settlement started to feel smaller and more open as trees 
were progressively removed revealing houses that were previously hidden in blankets of greenery. I 
was aware that such changes in the overall spatial layout would have implications for the spaces 
around infrastructures. The settlement was being spatially reconfigured according to western urban 
layouts bringing with it certain urban ideologies. I knew that as a consequence the hybrid social 
identities explored in these spaces would be challenged. I was leaving a settlement that would be 
progressively going through an identity struggle, and part of this struggle would take place around 
spaces of electricity access.  
A fortuitous opportunity to return to Fiji eight months later for two weeks allowed me to see 
the new material, spatial and configuration of the settlement. On my return to the settlement, it was 
immediately apparent that infrastructural arrangements were being drastically and dynamically 
changed. As I walked into the settlement, the area around Kelera’s house had been radically altered. 
The house looked slightly different and was further away from the bridge than I remembered. It had 
been torn down and reconstructed a few meters away as its original location was not within an 
allocated plot on the plan map of the residential co-operative. There was no music coming from the 
house either and as I later found out the house had no electricity. Kelera told me that the 
deconstruction of their house had meant that their electricity connection was also deconstructed. I 
could no longer find Susani’s house, or even Susani. The location of her house now the site of a pile of 
dirt and gravel transported into the settlement to elevate the previously swampy ground. There was 
considerably less activity and exchange in Sairusi and Amali’s household than I observed previously. 
The pool hall at the back of the property was deserted each time I visited them apart from their 
children that liked to slide the billiard balls across the felt. It felt drearier being enclosed on each side 
by other households. I often found Amali by herself with the children in the house which to me felt 
jarring considering the abundance of people that I typically found in their house previously at any 
given time. It seemed to me that the prior spaces of electricity access and associated activities that 
occurred within them were either gone or on the wane. 
82 
 
To compound this there was a greater atmosphere of individuality and enclavism as new and 
old settlers alike were hard at work (re)constructing their own houses focused at the task at hand. 
Fences were starting to be erected to define property boundaries. The erection of these fences was 
in part a reaction to the poor allocation of plots by the residential co-operative. Throughout my initial 
fieldwork plots were often allocated to multiple different households. This resulted in instances of 
plots being claimed by the first person to occupy them and then contested by other parties. This issue 
seemed not to be resolved. A couple of days before my arrival, for instance, there had been physical 
altercations between original settlers and new settlers based on contested plot allocations that gave 
the settlement a feeling of animosity in the aftermath. Nobody wanted to talk in detail about the 
incident, but the settlers were noticeable guarded towards one another and guarded their properties 
holdings accordingly with these material markers. As a result, there was less the atmosphere of broad 
settlement cohesion between those without kinship relation that I had grown accustomed to in the 
settlement. The settlers seemed all of a sudden social distant from one another. I started to 
understand why the infrastructure of electricity sharing spaces had not been easily replicated during 
the physical reconstruction of the settlement’s electricity infrastructure. The concepts of vakavanua 
were being infiltrated by the more individualistic and rationalised value concerns of land ownership 
and security. 
 Members of the same kinship groups remained socially cohesive, however without the 
broader settlement cohesion there was an intensified atmosphere of enclavism. As I walked around 
the settlement, I found gatherings of people from kinship groups outside their houses. These groups 
were much smaller in number than the ones I usually attended, numbering perhaps up to 5 people. It 
also seemed as though all of the members in these gatherings were tightly related with no company 
outside of their kinship group. As I sat on the mats of households I had previously become quite 
friendly with I felt quite awkward, even unwelcome. There was definitively less room to gain access to 
these groups socially whereas previously one would be welcomed to share a talanoa (or story), or 
drink kava. During the one time I was offered to drink kava, there was a tone of dejection in the 
offering. Accompanied with this offering was an unprompted conversation concerning the traditional 
and moral position of women as domestic caregivers as opposed to income earners. There was a 
general atmosphere of lament for the past even if it was not directed towards the changes that the 
residential development had initiated. It was in these small gatherings that these kinship groups 
retreated to have such discussions. 
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Informal Power Grids 
 As I walked down the new wide dirt pathways where roads would eventually be, I noticed 
lines of cables erected on wooden posts overhead as well as cables on the ground covered in mud and 
water. The sight of a myriad of cables was new in the settlement. The houses that they connected 
seemed to be randomly and inefficiently determined. They snaked from one house to another either 
skirting around houses or simply running across their rooves to reach more distant households. The 
cables were operating independently of each other, some even crossing each other’s path. I began to 
understand that instead of spaces of electricity sharing the traipsing of wires from house to house was 
the new way of sharing electricity. This new form of electricity sharing was conforming to the new 
enclave atmosphere that had penetrated the settlement, connecting people of close social contact 
and excluding others of limited or no social contact. What I was looking at was an informal power grid 
contrary to the traditional ethos of spaces of electricity sharing which made electricity available to all 
people in the settlement. It was an infrastructural assemblage negotiated in the emerging complex 
material, social, cultural and political environment of the settlement that embodied a broader urban 
struggle. This struggle played out through this new infrastructural assemblage was for the “right to 
the city” not only regarding the right of residence but for the continuance of traditional identity and 
ways of life in the urban environment (Chatterjee, 2004; Schnitzler, 2013). In its composition, the 
assemblage of Veitiri’s informal power grid shows a myriad of contradictions between tradition and 
urbanism indicative of this struggle. Just as the cables overlapped and intertwine, these contradictions 
are difficult to untangle.  
  This struggle is no more apparent in the contradiction between sharing and exclusion. I argue 
that the transition from spaces of electricity access to informal power grids can be attributable to the 
encroachment of urban ideologies initiated by residential development. With the enclavism that the 
residential development created in response to land contestation over plots and the immigration of 
new settlers, there was less willingness to share electricity across the settlement. Informal power grids 
allowed settlers to more discernibly select peoples with whom they wanted and didn’t want to share 
electricity. There had previously been the understanding in the urban village that regardless of any 
degree of social relation, they were “living together” and therefore assisted one another. Informal 
power grids are the antithesis of this mentality, building walls around individual groups from which 
one could get assistance from. At the end of each informal power grid, there is a dead end from which 
assistance extended no further. In this sense, there was a restriction of Simone’s (2004) people as 
infrastructure that settlers could draw from to rework the material and social environment to produce 
a collective vision of the city which was previously occurring in the urban village. Sharing of power 
through informal power grids was still a form of electricity sharing. In essence, there was still an 
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inventive reworking of the material infrastructure by leveraging social relationships to construct 
informal power grids.  Furthermore, this was directed towards coping in a changing urban landscape 
that had stripped away relied upon spaces of electricity sharing and the bonds that made it functional. 
The assemblage of informal power grids shows the continued utilisation of a slowly fracturing social 
infrastructure, and therefore a still present but slowly diminishing ability to carve out a place and 
identity in the city.    
 Part of this contradiction with sharing includes the commodification of electricity. As 
discussed electricity sharing has often involved monetary exchanges, however, these have been within 
the context of broader exchange systems whether it be in the micro-transaction youth cultures or 
within kinship exchange systems. These exchanges were part of a traditional system of reciprocity. 
There seemed to be at least a partial decoupling of resource and monetary exchanges from the 
traditional context in this new infrastructural system. The standardised fee for using electricity for 
using the informal power grid became $5 to use for the day. For informal power grids that connected 
members of the same kinship group this fee represented payment for the electricity and was indeed 
incorporated into daily interactions and exchanges with kin. There were, however, power grids that 
did include people of distant social connection. The connection of these people to these grids 
exhibited a blurred line between the communality of a settlement-wide social infrastructure and the 
commodification of resources. The key here is the removal of electricity sharing from contextual social 
relations. A switch can be flipped at a distance and payment for its use can be on-sent to the provider 
through indirect channels. The extension of informal power grids to socially distant peoples in the 
settlement may exhibit a generosity of electricity sharing within a cohesive settlement-wide social 
infrastructure, the removal of exchange transactions from broader traditionalised contexts pushes it 
closer to the realms of commodification.  
 Lastly, the material construction of these informal power grids also showed these signs of 
contradiction as a sign of this broader urban struggle. On the one hand, the informal power grids were 
influenced by the physical formatting of the settlement by the residential co-operative while also 
being guided by traditional social norms that again caused it to straddle both ideas of traditionality 
and urbanism. The residential co-operatives reworked the physical and social landscape of the 
settlement that impacted infrastructural construction in many ways. Firstly, the residential co-
operative was formatting the settlement to adhere to a grid-like pattern, houses being lined up against 
planned roads with straight line boundaries. Secondly, the poor allocation of plots had caused 
instances where kinship groups who had planned to move to certain areas together to be separated. 
This left some settlers socially isolated in plots far away from other kin members. The impact that this 
had on the material construction of informal power grids was the snaking of cables across the 
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settlement between houses of close social but geographically distant households. This lead to these 
instances of cables running across other settlers rooves or the wide dirt roads. So while the residential 
co-operative was disciplining settlers to conform to an urban spatial layout, informal power grids 
continued to emphasise the importance of social connections that did not conform to this new spatial 
layout. In many ways, it juxtaposed this spatial layout. This is not to say that some settlers were always 
able to gain access to an informal power grid. Some socially isolated households were feeling the full 
effects of the new spatial layout of the settlement in that they were not able to leverage the social 
infrastructure surrounding them to gain access to electricity. Other kinship groups, on the other hand, 
could secure plots together and thus construct close organised informal power grids.    
 I have mapped the contradictions of this socio-material informal power grid of Veitiri. Figure 
4 represents the informal power grids present at the entrance of the settlement. We can see the 
presence of a compact and ordered power grid of the Kadavu kinship group in the bottom left. There 
is also the presence of smaller power grid leading from Maraia’s mother’s house to her own, as well 
as a power line leading to and finishing at Tomasi/Josivini’s house. These are the power grids that 
adhere to strict use between members of the same kinship group, each having plans to extend their 
grid further to others of the same familial and kinship group and no one else’s. These power grids 
exhibited the contradiction of sharing and exclusion that embodies this fine line between traditionality 
and urbanism. It is the power grid starting at Leba’s household that exhibits great contradictions 
through the peoples it connects, the commodification of electricity as a resource and its spatial layout.  
To understand these contradictions however we first must understand how Leba was affected 
by the encroaching development. Leba’s house had been greatly affected by the residential 
development as it was located partially on an area marked to be a road. During the period when it was 
required for houses located on planned roads to move, Leba did not move her house. Rather, like 
many other settlers, she remained where she was and witnessed the bulldozer plough through half of 
her house. She patched up the torn open side afterwards with the debris. Leba’s attitude to the 
destruction was not one of dejection. Remarkably her tone and body language after the incident were 
un-phased. She carried on with tasks of cooking on a stove on the spot where her kitchen used to be 
as if nothing had changed. In this attitude of detachment, I saw both a disregard of the intentions of 
the development to discipline her according to urban ideologies. However, I also saw despite this 
disregard that the environment around her would impact her established ways of life. Unlike the 
Kadavu kinship group, Leba was not able to rely on a familial network to adapt to the urbanising 
environment. For instance, she was not able to connect to kin-based informal power grids that 
seemingly surrounded her. As discussed electricity access has always been a sign of urban 
perseverance and survival. Electricity to Leba’s household was no different. Before the development,  
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Figure 4: Veitiri Informal Power Grid 
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she would often go to Tomasi/Josivini’s household to watch Indian dramas on their television, and her 
sons would also watch action movies and wrestling in the afternoons. Whether the sight of 
surrounding informal power grids that excluded her or the desire to maintain access to urban media, 
Leba decided to construct a connection to the main transformer on the main road and subsequently 
extended an informal power grid. 
  The extension of Leba’s informal power grid initially conformed to traditionalised norms of 
spaces of electricity sharing. Leba extended cables to Sairusi/Amali’s household to provide electricity 
to them after their diesel generator had broken down. In return, she would be permitted to access 
their water source. This arrangement represented mutual coping between peoples of limited social 
connection akin to the practices seen in spaces of electricity sharing. However, Leba did not control 
the extension of the informal power grid beyond Sairusi/Amali’s household; rather the line seemed to 
have an agency of its own. Sairusi/Amali extended the power grid to Ben’s household who was a 
member of their kinship network in line with the norms of other kinship-based informal power grids. 
As Ben was not part of the initial arrangement between Leba and Sairusi/Leba, Ben would be required 
to pay $5 per day for electricity. Daily, Ben paid Sairusi/Amali who subsequently paid Leba. As settlers 
became aware of this arrangement, two other settlers between Sairusi/Amali’s and Ben’s household 
with no kin relation asked to be connected into the informal power grid on the way and to make the 
same payment. Other settlers out of the way of this chain also started asking to be connected to the 
grid, and indeed Sam’s household of yet another kinship group who had recently moved close to 
Leba’s household was able to be connected through a separate wire. The result was an amorphous 
grid that connected some people of the same kinship group, while also connecting peoples of limited 
social contact that included token payments. Such inclusion it would seem conformed to notions of 
electricity sharing seen in prior communal spaces. 
  The nature of the expansion of Leba’s power grid connecting people with no sustained 
personal contact, however, does not entirely resemble the ethos of the spaces of electricity. It is true 
that there are personal relationships of exchange between Leba and Sairusi/Amali, and between 
Sairusi/Amali and Ben that conform to traditional ideas of communality, however, the indirect 
relationship between Leba and Ben introduces these contradictions between ideas of traditionality 
and urbanism. For instance, in line with prior practices continued to access electricity from 
Sairuisi/Amali’s house and visits their household with combined social and payment purposes. He 
seemingly could access electricity separated from a direct relationship with the urban environment 
and its norms of commodification. Sairusi/Amali was no the longer the only transition point between 
the rural/urban environment shielding kin members from urban ideas of commodification; this role 
was now being at least partially provided by Leba with whom he doesn’t frequently engage with. The 
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presence of a depersonalised electricity connection point inside the settlement erodes this illusion of 
settlement encompassing traditionality expressed in infrastructure. The relationship embodying 
traditionality stops at Sairusi/Amali’s house. Just like how other kinship power grids build walls around 
social enclaves, this power grid despite connecting people of differing levels of social connection also 
builds walls around certain groups and peoples due to the depersonalisation of exchange 
relationships. No visits are made to Leba’s household, other than a visit made by Sairusi or Amali to 
deliver a cash payment. There are no acts of communality whether it be gambling or the sharing of 
food to accompany the transaction previously present in spaces of electricity access. It’s a 
depersonalised monetary exchange within the settlement, which are increasing depersonalised 
between households further down the chain.  
Accessing Electricity in a New Context 
 Much like other settlers of Veitiri, gaining access to electricity and road access were the 
primary concerns of settlers coming in from other settlements owned by the residential co-operative. 
These concerns often dominated the discourse of these settlers with many explicitly stating that 
access to electricity and road access was part of their constitutional rights as Fijian citizens. Without it 
they considered themselves to be marginalised by the state. Akarsh, an elderly Indian man who had 
recently built his house near Tomasi/Josivini expressed his dismay at the un-readiness of the 
settlement to house them appropriately. He argued that when he had been forced to move that there 
was no way to access his new property with his building materials. Rather he had to have a truck 
deliver the remnants of his house to the settlement bridge where he had to carry his house bit by bit 
to his plot. He now laments that he and his wife must sit in darkness when the sun goes down because 
there is no possibility to connect to the electricity grid formally. He has little confidence that the 
settlement infrastructure will be built any time soon. He explains that before the road is built that they 
must lay down pipes which they have yet to start, and it’s only after the road is built that they can 
transport pylons and wires to place next to the road. As I explained the various legal contestations of 
land he inquired after, he became further discouraged that infrastructure would ever be installed. His 
experience of being expected to happily relocate to a plot of land with conditions below that of an 
ordinary Fijian citizen made him feel rejected politically in the urban environment. The call of new 
settlers for infrastructural services as a political right is more explicitly connect infrastructural services 
to their “right to the city”. As they are tossed into a socially hostile environment where large barriers 
to accessing informal power grids, this urban marginalisation is more acutely felt by these settlers. 
 Much like how other settlers formed informal power grids in tight social groups in response 
to greater enclavism and commodification, new settlers originating from the same settlements are 
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also coming up with collective yet bounded solutions. Akarsh, for instance, has been in discussion with 
his neighbours indicated as red houses in figure 4, to construct their own informal power grid. He 
plans to coordinate the collective purchase of secure wooden posts, cables and a transformer that will 
connect their houses. This power grid will connect directly to the main transformer on the main road. 
The construction of this power grid will further highlight the segregation of the settlement into distinct 
exclusionary social groups represented by where lines do and do not connect. While there is a limit to 
how many houses can be connected safely in an informal power grid, the proximity of other informal 
power grids emphasises both social segregation and its unnecessary duplication. Other groups of 
settlers unable to access informal power grids have resorted to giving their mobile phones to family 
members to charge at work. This prevents mobile phone use during the day, limits the amount of time 
the mobile phone can be used to one battery charge and is a service frequently unavailable due to 
difficulties in coordination. The extreme yet persistent solutions of these households to access 
electricity both emphasises the importance attributed to electricity as well as how removed they are 
from acceptably accessing it as urban citizens. 
Conclusion 
 I argued at the start of this piece that tracing where the currents of electricity flow one could 
also trace the production of social relationships and collective identities. In the settlement before the 
residential development, these currents of electricity flowed and interlinked every member of the 
settlement together regardless of the strength of social connection in spaces of electricity sharing. 
Furthermore, these currents interlinked everyone according to the norms of vakavanua that is 
characteristic of the urban village. The mutual assistance of electricity sharing supported the notion 
of living together while accompanying exchanges such as the sharing of food or gambling supported 
reciprocal communal exchanges. With the destruction of the spaces of electricity and the 
encroachment of urban ideologies of commodification and land ownership, these currents of 
electricity were disrupted regarding who they flowed to and how they connected peoples of the 
settlement. Electricity started to flow within the confines of kinship enclaves rarely branching out to 
other more socially distant settlers. In the instances where currents of electricity did flow to socially 
distant settlers, they were not accompanied by any traditional personal relationships of exchange. 
Rather the exchange relationships resembled impersonal calculations of the commoditised urban 
environment. While mutual assistance expressed through the infrastructural systems of kinship 
enclaves persisted, its presence no longer extended settlement-wide. The urban village had lost one 
of the systems that bound its socially diverse settlers together to an urban identity reflecting 
traditional notions of vakavanua.   
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 By mapping the currents of electricity and how they changed according to the ideologies of 
the urban environment that the residential development had imported into the settlement, I was able 
to observe the broader social and cultural reconstruction of the settlement. As Larkin (2008) argues 
the implications of a changing infrastructural assemblage can be highly visible. In Veitiri, not only were 
spaces of electricity destroyed, but the way in which infrastructures encoded alternative ways of life 
were also highly visible. For instance, not only was the space outside of Kelera’s house now barren, 
earth churned up by bulldozers, with no wooden stools; but the hum of music, the sight of people 
coming and going past the house, coins and cards changing hands, the laughter while looking at the 
screens of phones, were all noticeably absent. New encodings of life were equally visible as people 
now interacted with new enclavist infrastructural systems counter to vakavanua. People were now 
more homebound, interacting with media on a more individualised level as their houses provided 
power rather than communal spaces. New members of the settlement associated with other new 
settlers socially based on shared plans on constructing or accessing electricity infrastructures that 
separated them from original social and infrastructural enclaves, and vice versa. These arrangements 
in a sense were watered down and walled instances of mutual assistance that did not extend widely. 
In this sense what was visible to me was that the notion of vakavanua that espouses “living together” 
was no longer being closely adhered to.  
 The implication here is that external economic, social, and cultural ideologies can impact 
infrastructural assemblages and the identities produced through them. For urban villages such as 
Veitiri, this limits the ability of its citizens to produce life in the city according to their imaginary of 
urban living. For some settlers, the composition of the assemblage which prohibits them from 
accessing electricity from either other settlers or directly from the electricity provider is perhaps even 
more prohibitive on their idea of city living. This was experienced by new settlers coming from other 
settlements to Veitiri. Not only were these settlers not able to live according to traditional practices 
but they felt disconnected from urban citizenship. Just as infrastructural assemblages can discipline 
urban residents to certain state determined ideas of citizenship (Schnitzler, 2013), exclusion from 
infrastructure can exclude residents from urban citizenship altogether (Waldorff, 2016; Walsh, 1978).  
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6. The Unbounded Urban Village: Insurgent Citizenship and Spaces 
of Urban Male Youth 
This far I have demonstrated how residents of the urban village have reconciled tradition and 
urban development within the bounds of the urban village and are producing an urban vakavanua. 
This defines the urban village as an ethnic project that binds tradition and urban development 
together in ways that allow itaukei Fijians to live according to traditional principles in the ever dynamic 
urban context. As these previous chapters argue, however, historical legacies of urban exclusion, land 
alienation, and development make this form of urban vakavanua a forced and imperfect compromise. 
In this chapter, I argue that through this reconciliation process, and often in spite of it, alternative 
forms of citizenship are being strived for that unify urban residents according to traditional principles, 
and specifically against urban political regimes. This is an insurgent form of citizenship that extends 
beyond the bounds of the urban village where it is most expounded in the pursuit of vakavanua. The 
purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how the ethnic project of the urban village is unbounded, 
through the extension of insurgent forms of citizenship to other spaces of the city.  
To demonstrate this, I firstly argue that the city of Suva does not exhibit the social and spatial 
urban fragmentation of many other larger cities of the global south. I argue that as much as the 
Melanesian governments have dissuaded the settlement of the city, especially by rural migrants, the 
insistent production of urban villages have provided a substantial social and cultural infrastructure to 
weave the ethnic project into unregulated spaces of the city. Second I contextualise the development 
of Fijian citizenship within the broader Melanesian literature. I argue that even with a fraught history 
of political coup where ideas of citizenship were most prominently and violently contested, Fiji exhibits 
a uniquely cohesive itaukei conception of citizenship within Melanesia. This, however, continues to be 
insurgent citizenship that has not yet been realised in the urban political context. I thirdly argue that 
these insurgent forms of citizenship are prompting the production of insurgent urban spaces 
stemming from but extending beyond the bounds of the urban village. The production of these spaces 
is further progressing and legitimising such ideas of itaukei citizenship.  
I fourthly describe in detail the production of one such space motivated by the goal of 
asserting itaukei insurgent citizenship. This space was an abandoned house in central Suva that male 
youth from multiple different urban villages occasionally slept in when staying late in the city. This 
space did not necessarily reflect the same forms of urban vakavanua that were being produced in the 
urban village of Veitiri. This space reflected the pursuit of tradition and youthful urban aspirational 
lifestyles in ways that were not present or as freely explored in the urban village. I argue the 
production of the abandoned house was motivated by the same impulse to reclaim and assert a 
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specifically male youth version of vakavanua in the city. In particular, it drew on the social networks 
and sentiment of the urban village in ways that extended its goals. From this, I argue that the ethnic 
project of the urban village is unbounded in ways that reconcile tradition and urbanism in the broader 
urban context of Suva.  
Urban Fragmentation  
 The examination of cities in the global south emphasises the fragmentary nature of its social 
and spatial organisation (Caldeira, 2000; Murray, 2008; Simone, 2004). Urban citizens carve out spaces 
for their everyday living. However other spaces in the city are produced for other everyday use such 
as religious ceremony, livelihoods, or leisure. Residents of cities in the global south combine these 
locations into their use of the city that bypass restricted areas whether it by a walled apartment 
complex, middle/ upper-class shopping districts, or tourist destinations and hotels. They draw in these 
micro locales in between these restricted areas into their everyday movements and functional 
activities before moving onwards to another micro locale. The city in this sense for those residents 
that experience it is one of a series of linkages between these locales wedged between more restricted 
locales. These locales, however, are also temporal places, being frequented at specific hours of the 
day/night and avoided at others when they revert to a more restricted area. This further fragments 
the city not only according to space but time (Simone, 2004). Lastly, spaces are both dynamic and 
inflexible depending on context. Urban spaces can be rapidly reconfigured to supporting one form of 
sociality to another with a shifting assemblage of peoples, materials, cultures, and capital. Yet, urban 
spaces can also be inflexible resisting the attempts of urban planners and developers, being rooted in 
historical context and surrounding social and physical landscapes (Murray, 2008). Cities in the global 
south are defined by their spatially and socially fragmented nature that divide peoples and identities 
into separate geographic areas.  
 Cities in the global south are defined by their spatially and socially fragmented nature, which 
divide peoples and identities into separate geographic areas. This is highly evident in the urban 
scholarship of Africa (Murray, 2008; Simone, 2004) and South America (Caldeira, 2000; Guano, 2004), 
which details the configuration of the urban environment based on ethnicity/race, class, and varying 
degrees of professional and criminal economic activity. Furthermore, it reflects the role of 
globalisation in post-colonial societies in the global south and its tendency to exacerbate this 
fragmentation. Simone (2004), in his ethnography focused upon moving through the inner city of 
Johannesburg, vividly details it as a city of “intricate territorialisation and a patchwork of zones of 
relative security”. He describes how between the hours of 2-7pm, one block is occupied by Ibo 
Nigerians who deal narcotics dressed in Ibo robes and felt skull caps, as well as wealthy Senegalese 
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merchants living in the adjacent block, who conduct trade in more securitised environments. Nearby, 
a shopping complex monitored by security guards replaced a coloured neighbourhood a few years 
earlier. Underneath the shopping complex was a cavernous carpark providing space for worship for 
members of the Zionist church at night. In contrast to this, nearby there was also a squatter settlement 
occupied by a mixture of established Malawians and more recent Congolese arrivals who engaged in 
an enduring contest to assert their claims to marginal space. Simone (2004) highlights that each area 
of urban space was occupied by ethnicities and religions that supported their day to day activities. 
Murray (2008) attributes the ethnic stratification of urban society to the aftermath of apartheid, 
whereby previous rules of urban organisation were removed. The chaos of the aftermath led to the 
fear of wealthy European urban dwellers regarding security and the sustained value of their property, 
provoking their exit from urban spaces. Filling the void with a vigour of laying claim to their new-found 
right to the city were those of African descent. Without an overarching organising urban logic, in the 
laissez-faire system of free movement, and the context of vacant space and depressed urban value in 
the globalised capitalistic system, this filling of urban space was one of anarchy. Each space was 
occupied, and cultivated communities not in a unified manner, but rather haphazardly as an 
oppositional contest in laying claim to the city.  
Caldeira (2000) similarly details the segregation of Sao Paulo. She defined the spatial 
organisation of the city as dominated by fortified enclaves separated by the physical barriers of walls. 
Just like Johannesburg, in the 1980s and 1990s economic forces of globalisation took hold, with new 
residential trends emerging. Sao Paulo went from a city in which wealth was centralised in the centre 
and the poor relegated to the periphery, to a city where the wealthy were moving to the periphery 
and creating fortified enclaves. The subsequent rising property prices on the periphery, leading to 
processes of gentrification forcing the poor out of their established neighbourhoods. On the other 
hand, the economic downturn in the 1980s and 1990s also lowered the incomes of the poor, 
eradicating ambitions of social mobility and home ownership and improvement through auto-
construction. This led many of the poor to live in the more central informal favelas of Sao Paulo. Faced 
with this widening income and wealth inequality, the wealthy became further concerned with security 
and crime, leading further to this physical distinction of walls and the protection of property by 
security guards and surveillance. Guano (2004) details in her research in Buenos Aires, many of the 
middle class in similar contexts lost their property due to the illegal occupation of their properties by 
squatters, and have since descended into poverty. This diminishing middle class maintained their 
social differentiation in symbolic and cultural capital, despite their diminishing economic capital. 
Despite this descent, they continued to support this form of physical and social segregation due to 
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their history as property owners who experienced disenfranchisement, exacerbating these cities’ 
fragmentary nature between a perceived barbarism and modernity.  
Throughout my fieldwork on the movement of peoples from Veitiri through the city of Suva, I 
observed that there was not necessarily a harsh restriction and segregation of urban space. There 
were opportunities for residents of the urban village to access spaces throughout the city. Residents 
of Veitiri frequented inner city shopping complexes, food halls, night clubs, banks, parks, the central 
bus stand, and public buildings. This is not to say that urban spaces were not contested, and even at 
times restricted, as seen in these other cities in the global south. However, I observed that social 
infrastructures were stemming from itaukei urban villages that brought these in-between spaces into 
itaukei social and economic use. Through these social infrastructures, there seemed to be the 
opportunity to carve out urban spaces for day to day activities where identities could be explored and 
constructed. As a result, these in-between spaces were brought in line with principles of vakavanua, 
which stemmed from, and interwove with, the ethnic project of the urban village. These urban spaces 
were sustained by a network of peoples who were actively nurturing an itaukei urban ideology that 
transcended the bounds of the urban village.  
This prevailing sense of underlying itaukei consciousness seems to be the difference here in 
terms of why Suva can exist as a “village city”, as opposed to these other cities of the global south. 
The urban literature of these cities of the global south is one of striving to lay claim to their right for 
the city without an underlying collective principle, thereby splintering their claims both socially and 
spatially. There is an underlying idea of urban citizenship that muddies between the various ethnicities 
resident in Johannesburg, Sao Paulo, and Bueno Aires, and their contrasting contests for the city. In 
Suva, this striving for the right to the city collectively connects spaces and ethnicities/kinship linkages. 
However, Fiji, and similarly other Melanesian nations, have had their contestations of national and 
urban citizenship that at least contests the spatial and social unification of the urban environment. In 
this chapter, I ethnographically explore spaces of Suva as an extension of the urban village and the 
social infrastructures that unite these spaces to create the notion of the “village city”. However, it is 
first important to detail how ideas of Fijian and Melanesian citizenship have developed and been 
contested, and how this has translated into the transformation of urban spaces.  
Insurgent Citizenship 
 Holston (2009) argues that cities have historically been places of citizenship expansion that 
challenge previous conceptions and limitations of citizenship. They are places where those who have 
been persistently excluded and marginalised can organise and contest these entrenched conceptions 
of citizenship, and in the process assert an “insurgent citizenship”. Peoples can bind together to 
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generate movements of more equitable inclusions of citizenship, which are often reflected in the 
demand and formatting of more just residential and urban public forms. As I have argued throughout 
the previous chapters, the ethnic project of the urban village is highly aligned with producing a form 
of urban citizenship based on vakavanua, emphasising traditional forms of land ownership and use 
that directly oppose colonial and post-colonial forms of land exclusion and commodification. This form 
of insurgent citizenship, however, requires the unification of a wide array of ethnic and kinship-based 
identities according to a shared vision of urban citizenship, in the case of Suva Fiji based on vakavanua. 
Unifying a vision of citizenship has been elusive, especially in Fiji, given its diverse rural-urban 
migration and the political coups that have divided both ethnicities and inter-itaukei ethnicities on 
ideas of citizenship and even ideas of how vakavanua translates into urban citizenship (Newland, 
2013; Ratuva, 2005). There is still an informal referendum on how citizenship should be formed in a 
context of urbanism and globalisation, and this should take account of vakavanua (Newland, 2013). 
The term “insurgent citizenship” is also somewhat problematic with regards to Fiji, due to the unique 
level of protection of indigenous Fijian rights and land originating in the Deed of Cession of 1874. It 
leaves to question whether their status is perhaps one of dominance, especially with regards to the 
exclusions of rights and protections regarding the descendants of Indian indentured labourers in Fiji 
(Trnka, 2005). It raises questions as to whether such a citizenship movement is as much a dividing and 
exclusionary force as it is a binding one. These complications with regards to the construction and 
definition of citizenship are reflected in Melanesian nationality scholarship. 
Historically, kinship lines have been described as creating “cities of parts” where Melanesians 
interact with peoples primarily based on these lines, and in designated spaces (Connell & Lea, 1994). 
In an age of post-colonial reformation and independence, we can see the migration and 
reappropriation of urban environments by rural-urban migrants, but in a manner that primarily relies 
upon fellow kin for support and assistance (Jourdan, 1995). This can be seen in the production of urban 
villages with names, landmarks, and social hierarchies based on those derived from the rural islands 
that its inhabitants had arrived from (Lindstrom, 2011a, 2011b). The effect is an urban environment 
based on ethnic and kinship segregation. These kinship connections remain important and continue 
to contribute heavily to the production of urban identities. However, with the increased presence of 
mass migration and globalisation, connections between disparate individuals and groups in the urban 
environment are becoming unavoidable. Consider the exponential population growth of squatter 
settlements, in particular as a result of declining rural opportunities and aspirations of urban wealth 
and lifestyle (Thornton, 2009). This has caused increased interaction and intermarriages between 
people of different islands and kinship lineages that have bound them together in the social amalgam 
of the urban village (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). This sort of social integration has led to a more de-tribalised 
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conception of urban citizenship and has been experienced across an array of post-colonial societies 
(Appadurai & Holston, 1996). The historical processes that interlink peoples in the urban village have 
started to break down the Melanesian city of parts, and in its place fostered ideas of shared ideas of 
urban citizenship.     
As I have argued in the previous chapters, however, the urban village is produced based upon 
sets of divergent mythologies and land ownership that connect them to corresponding kinship 
lineages. This often places kinship groups in opposition to one another in their claims, and sets in 
motion attempt to control the narrative. Indeed, some of these kinship groups also opt to arrange 
themselves socially and spatially within the urban village according to kinship connections. In this 
sense, the ability of kinship to segregate in favour of rural connection is not absent in Suva, Fiji. This 
brings into question the idea of shared urban citizenship within the urban village itself. However, I 
observed that the motives behind each one of the narratives have a shared appeal to alternative urban 
citizenship. Each narrative appeals to an urban form of vakavanua directed against the 
commodification of land and for the protection of the itaukei right to the city. In many cases, there is 
the recognition of disagreement over the true origin of land ownership within kinship genealogies, but 
there is also a fervent agreement that this original land ownership is ever present and that it 
fundamentally contests the British colonial administration and its subsequent owners. I argue that 
other urban villages and residential forms across Suva made appeals to an urban form of vakavanua. 
For instance, I was able to observe that inner city urban villages in Samabula, whose context was 
further removed from peri-urban agriculture and concentrated kinship groupings, relied more upon 
lotu, which bound peoples to land and each other through Christianity (Tomlinson, 2002). Other 
middle-class residents not in urban villages but on private residential lots separated from narratives 
of traditional land ownership relied upon ideas of nurturing the primary family unit in domestic kava 
ceremonies and meals. Produce gathered and prepared either from local gardens, local markets, or 
home islands maintained the effect of connection to land in via communally shared consumption, 
despite the separation from land (Petrou & Connell, 2017). Regardless of residential differences within 
urban villages and between alternate residential forms, I observed a shared urban vision of 
vakavanua.  
Other Melanesian nation-states also have broadly similar underlying ideologies, known as 
kastom, that connect them to land, yet these have not necessarily fostered a sense of shared and 
unifying citizenship. In the Solomon Islands, kastom and land ownership have created tension 
between kinship groups rather than emphasising a shared vision. Allen (2012) argues these differences 
can be seen most prominently between people from the Malaitians, who settled upon Guadalcanal 
land where the capital of Honiara is located. Many Malaitians migrated to Guadalcanal after World 
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War II due to the over-population of agricultural land and the opportunity to work for the US military. 
Malaitians became connected to Guadalcanal land through intermarriage and the selling of customary 
lands to those from other provinces, such as Malaitians. Many of these sales, however, were deemed 
illegitimate by the Guadalcanal, and they believed that the Malaitians were taking advantage of them 
and mistreating their land. Malaitians considered themselves to be faithful custodians of the land 
within a system whereby land is not permanently owned but is taken care of by its nurturers. Many 
Malaitians also deemed that they had a right to access the urban space of Honiara as their provinces 
had a history of neglect and underdevelopment, as opposed to Guadalcanal, which had progressively 
received an unequal level of attention. Resentment between the two turned into an armed conflict, 
and destructive riots in Honiara prompted the arrival of international peacekeepers and the instigation 
of state-building efforts. Differences of interpretation of kastom and its relation to trends in urbanism 
and globalisation had the effect of exacerbating division, as opposed to a unification of ideas. As a 
result, insurgent citizenship based on kastom did not have the effect of unbinding Solomon Islanders 
from the legacy of restrictions to citizenship of the colonial era (Allen, 2012), but pitted Solomon 
Islanders against themselves.  
Fiji is not exempt from this struggle experienced in the Solomon Islands, and this is exemplified 
in its history of political coups. The coups of 1987, 2000, and 2006 demonstrate a process of deciding 
what role vakavanua plays in defining citizenship (Newland, 2013; Ratuva, 2005; Ratuva & Lawson, 
2016; Trnka, 2005, 2008). In many regards, these coups were initiated due to a perceived fear of losing 
control of itaukei land and political authority to the descendants of Indian indentured labourers. 
Indians were, for the most part, considered guests by the itaukei; Fiji was reserved exclusively for 
people of Fijian ancestry (Newland, 2013). The coup of 1987 was triggered by the election of a multi-
racial Fiji Labour Party and the Indian-supported National Federation Party, which was perceived to 
undermine this political authority (Newland, 2013; Ratuva & Lawson, 2016). It was also perceived to 
threaten the itaukei land protections enshrined in the Deed of Cession of 1874(Newland, 2013; Ratuva 
& Lawson, 2016). This challenge to political authority and land shook the foundations of the idea that 
Fijian citizenship was bound to ancestry and land. With the election of a pro-Indian government, the 
1987 coup, led by Sitiveni Rabuka, sought to reassert Fijian citizenship (Ratuva & Lawson, 2016). This 
reassertion restated the importance of ancestry and land but was also imbued with Christianity. It 
emphasised that Fiji transitioned from a “land of darkness” before its arrival, to one of “light” that 
bound the Fijian people together. The protection of this form of citizenship was one of asserting a 
hierarchy of domination of Christians over non-Christians, or more generally outsiders, which now in 
part defines itaukeism (Newland, 2013).  
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The political coup of 2000 was initiated by the perception that Sitiveni Rabuka had become 
too multiculturalist in defining all Fijian citizens as Fijian Islanders in the 1997 Fijian constitution. This 
led to a dramatic fall in Rabuka’s popularity in the 1999 election and weakened his position among 
itaukei Fijians. Without a clear champion of itaukei rights, votes for this platform were split across 
multiple parties, leading to the victory of Fiji’s first Indian Prime Minister, Mahendra Chaudhry (Ratuva 
& Lawson, 2016). Itaukeis were riled by his plans to reform the Native Land Trust Board (NLTB), and 
this resulted in another political coup in 2000, led by civilian George Speight (Ratuva & Lawson, 2016). 
This coup incited numerous violent attacks and arson on Indians and their properties (Trnka, 2005, 
2008). However, not all itaukeis supported the coup. Responses by religious figures and organisations 
reveal divisions in the attempt to instil harsh restrictions on citizenship and protections, especially 
through violent means (Newland, 2013). George Speight’s coup attempt was quashed by the head of 
the military at the time that Frank Banimarama, and a new government led by Laisenia Qarase, was 
elected in 2001. This government reflected the deeply itaukei perceptions of citizenship espoused in 
the 2000 coup by advocating for renewed land protections and political paramountcy (Ratuva & 
Lawson, 2016). The Qarase government, however, proved to be too divisive regarding racial division 
and about the proposed Reconciliation and Unity Commission, which was tasked with the goal of 
pardoning the perpetrators of the 2000 coup (Newland, 2013). This led to another coup headed by 
Frank Banimarama in 2006, through which he took power. Again, a complete form of citizenship based 
on itaukeism and the establishment of a Christian state, proved to be a bridge too far for many, 
revealing a continued divide between Fijians of what Fijian citizenship should look like (Newland, 
2013).   
Despite the 2006 coup being deemed to be the “coup to end all coups”, there are traces of a 
reoccurring pattern with regards to contested ideas of citizenship, Indian exclusions, and itaukei 
protections. Arguments over what classifies one as Fijian continue today, even though the Fijian Affairs 
Decree, passed in 2010, states that all Fijian citizens are classified as Fijians, removing racial markers 
in favour of a national marker. The decree was passed without adequate consensus on the charter in 
public forum (Newland, 2013). During my time in Fiji, such debates regarding citizenship continued 
about the proposal of a new Fijian flag. The rhetoric surrounding the decision was associated with 
installing a new flag that represented Fijians under the decree’s more inclusive definition, but this was 
fervently opposed by a majority of itaukeis in the urban village, rural villagers, taxi drivers, and café 
staff who I encountered on a day to day basis. Such debates regarding citizenship also played out 
online via websites such as CoupFourPointFive and in social media groups (Tarai, Kant, Finau, & 
Titifanue, 2015a). Itaukei nationalism persists with a continued call for the Christian state, which 
proposes to reinstate the Greater Council of Chiefs, to require that both the President and the Prime 
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Minister are itaukei, to reinstitute crown and freehold land to itaukei, to rename Fiji Viti, and for 
Sunday to be declared a holy day on which all work is banned (Newland, 2013). With the re-election 
of Bainimarama and his government in 2014, there is the sense of a stable and inclusive idea of 
citizenship in the formal realm of politics, and the quashing of an alternative Christian state from 
formally transpiring.  
Here I return to Holston’s (2009) notion of “insurgent citizenship” and how it is manifesting in 
Fiji. I argue an underlying movement remains despite an itaukei form of nationalism failing to be 
instituted throughout Fiji’s history of political coup. This movement was not instituted for a variety of 
reasons including unpalatable racial tension and violence and disagreement over the manner in which 
it is instituted (Newland, 2013). There continues to be a broad consensus between itaukei Fijians, 
especially those living in urban villages that Fijian citizenship needs to reflect itaukei values and 
tradition more.  This movement has been purged from formal political discourse based on the current 
national and international political context. The international community and organisations support 
inclusive definitions of citizenship that incorporate Indian residents, according to human rights 
protocol (Newland, 2013). The prospect of a society being ruled in line with indigenous and religious 
principles is at odds with a globalised capitalist economy (Newland, 2013). Restrictions on media 
critical of the Bainimarama government also prevents effective contestation of its citizenship agenda 
in public fora (Ratuva & Lawson, 2016; Tarai et al., 2015a, 2015b). As a result, this itaukei insurgent 
citizenship is not being pursued in the formal political sphere. Rather there is active participation of 
itaukei Fijians in its urban centres such as Suva, to translate their idea citizenship into their surrounding 
physical and social environment through day to day activities. This is how insurgent citizenship is 
pursued in an urban environment as formal avenues are barred (Holston, 2009).  
From Insurgent Citizenship to Insurgent Spaces 
Hansen and Verkaaik (2009) argue that the spread of alternative social and spatial organisation occurs 
through the urban charisma of individuals in social networks. Individuals can successfully navigate and 
operate in the city as they can sense, know, and perform gestures along with other inhabitants who 
register with established similar values. An undercurrent of living and understanding is shared by the 
cities’ inhabitants that enable them to survive alongside—or despite—established and codified ways 
of living and thinking. In many ways, this is also akin to the idea of social infrastructures expressed by 
Simone (2004), which emphasises the interconnections of peoples and ideologies (in this case 
concerning citizenship) across urban networks. The strength in Simone’s work here is how such 
personal interconnections and the urban charisma are expressed between persons, practices, objects, 
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and space. Here I wish to consider how ideas of itaukeism are expressed through social infrastructures 
into spaces of the city.  
I argue that urban villages such as Veitiri provide the social infrastructures that support these 
urban spaces in between. Just as the residents of the urban village have created social infrastructures 
within urban villages that help sustain ideas of vakavanua, their networks extend beyond the bounds 
of the urban village. They extend through transportation networks, rumour, and media in ways that 
infiltrate into the broader city. One need only look at the central Suva bus stand to see that these 
social infrastructures built in urban villages extend to other urban villages and the broader urban 
environment. When accompanying someone from the urban village to the city by bus, it will inevitably 
pick someone up that they know, a majority of the time from another urban village. I would also need 
to factor in that a considerable amount of time would need to be spent at the central bus stand as the 
person I accompanied talked to a relative about what was happening in their urban village across 
town. The urban villages and their social infrastructures were connected. The primary reason for this, 
I believe, was that intermarriage facilitated women moving to their husband’s urban village, as is 
typical in rural Fijian society (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). This linked urban villages together socially, leading 
to visits, exchanges, and ceremonies occurring across them. It was in these socially constructed spaces 
in between that shared values were fostered, binding urban citizens of more tenuous social 
connection together (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). In these spaces, in particular, settlers expressed an 
alternative way living according to the principles of the urban village, as opposed to their codified 
system of global capitalism and authoritative notions of how Fijian life and society should look. The 
social infrastructures of urban villages linked together these prominent, yet suppressed, ideas of 
citizenship in the social and physical landscapes of in between. 
Not all these social infrastructures stemming from the urban village, however, are 
homogenous across age and gender. Male youth rely upon slightly different social infrastructures 
compared to other urban villagers whose social infrastructures seem more firmly entrenched in 
kinship lineages and kava circles. These youthful social infrastructures still rally around ideas of 
vakavanua and itaukei citizenship, yet they reformulate these ideas in ways that are more appropriate 
to their context. They incorporate their ambitions and ideas usually marginalised in this traditionalist 
framework into these ideas of vakavanua and citizenship (Vakaoti, 2018). They adapt vakavanua to 
the ideas that have permeated into Fijian society through global media, world politics, and human 
rights protocols. They share these ideas among other urban youth who are also engaged in the 
production of this youthful version of vakavanua. They do so outside of the urban village to escape 
from its more traditionalist social regulation, yet continual contact with the urban village and kin 
ensure that it is continually engrained in traditional principles. In the next section, I detail the 
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production of this form of insurgent citizenship among male youth in an abandoned house in central 
Suva.  
Insurgent Citizenship and Urban Spaces of Male Youth 
To understand how a youth-based conception of vakavanua is manifest in the social and spatial 
makeup of the spaces in between I will detail how one particular youth, Joni from Veitiri urban village, 
engaged with the city utilising his broad social infrastructure. Joni was by chance the first person I met 
upon arrival in Suva. I encountered him while he was walking through central Suva selling bananas 
mainly to cruise ship tourists. He was approximately 16 years old when I met him, skinny yet athletic, 
and had a charismatic charm despite having limited but proficient English. After seeing me often over 
a couple of weeks, and seeing I was not a cruise ship tourist, we started chatting during the exchange 
of coins and bananas. Some days he would spot me eating in a food court and would sit with me as I 
offered him some money to buy a can of coke. He would tell me of his family in Veitiri urban village, 
which I have described in length, and indeed introduced me to the family I eventually stayed with for 
the duration of my ethnographic fieldwork. Veitiri, however, was only one of the homes that Joni 
occupied during my stay in Veitiri. I had organised with him and his family that I would move into Joni’s 
family home in Veitiri after I returned to Suva from a month in Melbourne, Australia. When I arrived 
back in Suva to stay in Veitiri, he was no longer residing there. The family retained their enthusiasm in 
housing me for the duration of my research. The absence of Joni and his intermittent returns made 
me ask myself the simple question of where and who was he was staying in Suva. I had plenty of 
opportunities to observe the many places and peoples Joni interacted with in Suva as I still crossed 
paths with him and the people he interacted with in the city on a regular basis.  
Joni’s absence from the urban village and his engagement with other urban spaces highlight 
that his experience of urban vakavanua was different to older residents in the urban village. This 
especially included his father, Tomasi. Joni did not live by the same social norms of vakavanua that 
tied the people of the urban village to its land. This was shown most conspicuously in his frequent 
absences from the urban village, but also more subtly in his disregard for the social practices that it 
sustained. This played out in one particular instance during my fieldwork when Joni was in the urban 
village. He had decided to come home for Christmas, and I decided to give him a hat with a logo of a 
basketball team on it. I had envisioned that he would enjoy the hat considering that he always wore 
one, particularly around friends, as a sort of material status symbol. I was not too concerned with the 
ultimate use of the hat and would not be offended if he did not use it. A day after receiving it, Tomasi 
saw another youth of the urban village wearing it, and his father found out that he had sold it to him. 
Tomasi’s father forced him to buy the hat back off the youth, as he was ashamed that Joni had not 
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shown respect for the premises of exchange inherent in vakavanua. Regardless of whether Joni did 
not like the hat or wanted to use it to transform the material object into a more liquid currency, for 
Tomasi he had violated a fundamental vakavanua principle in the urban village. Adherence to the 
social rules and customs of Veitiri agitated Joni on multiple occasions such as this, leading to daily 
verbal—and at times physical—confrontations in the household.   
This is not to say that Joni did not have a conception of vakavanua and how it manifested in 
other urban villages or spaces in Suva. When I first saw Joni after returning to Suva and asked him 
where he was staying, he stated that he was staying in another urban village named Quaia with 
friends. Quaia was regarded by everyone I encountered as the most dangerous of all squatter 
settlements in Fiji as a space for harbouring criminals. In an attempt to get Joni to return to Veitiri, his 
mother Josivini went to Quaia one weekend, and I accompanied her. On entering the urban village 
where he was staying her sense of personal security became significantly amplified. She requested 
that we walk very closely together and that I wear my backpack on my front. We found the house at 
which Joni had been staying, but he was absent. The house had a large central structure. Small side 
rooms had been added incrementally over time, including a kitchen that was connected to a long 
elevated and walled hallway. There were also additional sleeping rooms connected to other sides of 
the house at different, inconsistent elevations. A senior woman greeted us and proclaimed to be the 
caretaker of a dozen or so male youth who lived in the household and who bore no relation to her, 
including Joni. She stated that she cooked and did their laundry, provided that they bring her the 
resources to fulfil these tasks. Many youths were present at the time, and were either sleeping 
underneath the house away from the sun, or kicking a soccer ball outside. Josivini sat with the senior 
woman awkwardly and determinedly for a very long time, waiting to see what other information she 
could obtain that she very visibly believed was being hidden from her, but with little success. While 
Josivini, like Tomasi, did not agree with this state of living, it was clear that Joni had tapped into an 
alternative social infrastructure grounded in the locality of an urban village with an alternative sense 
of communality and place construction.  
 Joni had tapped into this social infrastructure through his days in Suva, during which he spent 
time in urban spaces such as an abandoned house just outside central Suva. Having found out about 
this abandoned house, I tentatively decided to see if I could find Joni there early one morning. The 
house had two levels. A staircase out the front led upstairs to a locked door to bedrooms with smashed 
windows. Underneath this staircase was an entrance without a door to the lower level. Upon entering 
there was an immediate stench of urine and the floor was littered with food packaging. Hearing voices 
from a bedroom, I entered and immediately indicated that I was a friend of Joni’s as I did not see him 
there. This put the occupants at ease, and they invited me to sit with them on a series of mismatched 
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and discoloured mattresses. These boys, like Joni, had been born and raised in urban villages 
surrounding Suva and had met one another in town in pool halls and game arcades. Many of these 
boys also proclaimed to stay at the house at Qauia, others lived with relatives in other urban villages 
as opposed to their home urban village, and one lived in youth accommodation provided by a local 
church. Many of them slept in this abandoned house during the weekend when they stayed in town 
at night. Their stories were similar in the sense that they did not fully identify with the urban villages 
they were brought up in, referencing arguments with their parents or relatives. While sitting with 
them, I was able to observe how they interacted with each other, unfettered by the social norms that 
dictated everyday life in an urban village such as Veitiri that exhibits more traditionalist conceptions 
of vakavanua. I also was able to observe social practices that showed a youth conception of vakavanua 
that had been adjusted to the influence of globalism and capitalism in Suva, and how it was physically 
and social imprinted into the abandoned house. I was thus able to see the abandoned house and the 
practices it sustained as an insurgency to both dominant conceptions of vakavanua, while still closely 
tied to the ethnic project of the urban village.   
  The most visible practice I was able to observe was the constant circulation of currency and 
consumables such as cigarettes. In the relatively brief two hours I was sitting with them, there were 
countless instances of pickpocketing off one another as if it was a kind of game. If coins or cigarettes 
were made visible, they were open to being taken by one another, and it was a type of challenge to 
take them without being seen or caught. Regardless of whether the attempts went noticed or 
unnoticed, the coins or cigarettes were kept by the taker without any ill will by the others and were 
even greeted with joking and laughter. When I asked about this game, one of the youth stated that 
they “lived in each other’s pockets” and that what they each owned was also the property of each 
other, like brothers. This was a practice that I also observed in Veitiri around the houses where 
gambling took place. Coins and notes were never the property of an individual player but constituted 
a collective resource in these betting circles. When a player was low on currency due to consecutive 
losses, winning players would often give back money to win back what they had lost while giving the 
loaning player back some of their winnings. This was part of a reciprocal relationship that bound youth 
together in the urban village and this also translated to the abandoned house. In the urban village, 
this fluidity of consumables, however, seemed to be contested in spaces outside of gambling circles, 
such as the domestic household. In Veitiri Joni would often steal money from the bedside of his sister 
Lelieta, the hands of his sleeping younger brothers, and on the odd occasion from my possessions 
while I was not at the house. His siblings and parents, however, did not regard this as an acceptable 
practice and had a greater sense of individual possession. In the abandoned house there were no 
restrictions on this practice.  
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 This ability to access consumables which binds kin together in obligatory reciprocal exchange 
is reflective of a broader practice known as kerekere. Furthermore, it is a practice that has integrated 
into gambling practices that further foster reciprocal relationships and re-distribute wealth in 
Melanesia. Zimmer (1986) notes for instance how gambling operates as a means for those of less 
wealth in Papua New Guinea to access greater income in a manner that maintains traditional 
reciprocal relationships despite the presence of vast wealth inequality. The key difference here is that 
this exchange practice is seemingly extending beyond kinship lines and is being used by youth in the 
city to foster new youth-based relationships outside of the urban village. I argue that the adaptation 
of kerekere in this way reflects a desire to extend their second-generation conceptions of vakavanua 
beyond kinship relationships and the urban village. They wish to escape the traditionalist frameworks 
that regulate such relationships and practices. Rather kerekere is being used to foster the idea of the 
broader city not as a place dictated by impersonal exchange relationships, but one of endless 
possibility and access. In this way their extension of these kerekere exchange relationships allows them 
to pursue and claim their urban desires. However, it is also being pursued in a manner that aligns with 
the notion of an expanding yet youthful alternative notion of itaukei citizenship.  
 
Figure 5: Youth Wall Drawing; "Suva City, Magic City" 
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 This is reflected in the physical composition of the abandoned house, as seen in the drawings 
done on the walls of the sleeping room. One of the drawings shown below depicts the city of Suva as 
“Magic City”. The youth who drew the picture explained to me that Suva was a “Magic City” because 
of the opportunities and the fulfilment of desires that it provided. The city allowed them to find 
informal employment as either wheelbarrow boys at the bus stand, informal vendors selling produce 
bought from the central market or from urban villages they interacted with, or as opportunists to 
access money whenever it became available. “Magic City” still retained the premise that these gains 
would fundamentally benefit those in the broader social infrastructure to balance out the windfalls 
and shortfalls experienced in such a tenuous and unstable system. The city and its social infrastructure 
would in some form or capacity provide them with the means to continue to get by and support daily 
activities of leisure and communality within the brotherhood.  
Such a system, lived in and projected on the social and physical makeup of the abandoned 
house, reflects conceptions of vakavanua. However, it did so in a much different manner to the one 
experienced in Veitiri, which is still very connected to practices relevant to land. It is not fully divorced 
from the social network and ethnic project of urban villages. The practices I observed in the 
abandoned house are present in some capacity in urban villages such as Veitiri and are even more 
prominent in others, such as Quaia. Urban villages such as Veitiri provide places of incubation where 
these practices by the youth who are born within them can first be explored, whereas urban villages 
such as Quaia provide spaces where such practices can be sustained and accepted. Quaia allowed 
youth to construct and ground their social infrastructure and their urban conceptions of vakavanua, 
which could then be expanded to other, more central urban spaces. Such a grounding of the social 
infrastructure proves to be particularly important considering the presence of social regulation of 
space and sociality in the urban environment of Suva, which threatens spaces such as the abandoned 
house. However, it is also important to state here that the social and spatial connection to these urban 
villages is also a connection to the ethnic project of the urban village. As much as interpretations and 
practices of vakavanua differ, the goal of imbuing the city with the principles of vakavanua is 
consistent. In many regards, the “Magic City” is an imbuing of the city of Suva as both a place of 
opportunity and desire that is influenced by globalism and capitalism, yet with practices of vakavnua 
binding it and its residents together socially. Regarding Jone’s (2016a, 2016b) conception of the village 
city, we can see that despite these differences in interpretation of vakavanua, the urban village and 
the interconnections support and expand to other spaces of the city, giving it an underlying and 
broadly cohesive socio-cultural order. This prevents the degree of social and spatial fragmentation of 
the urban environment seen in other cities in the global south, such as in Africa and South America.    
106 
 
Male Youth and the Regulation of Urban Space 
This did not mean that urban spaces such as the abandoned house did not experience forms of social 
regulation by local authorities. My session sitting with these male youth was cut short when they 
looked at the time on one of their phones: 10 AM. At the announcement of this time, they all got up 
and started to prepare to leave. They stated that the police would soon be coming to see if anyone 
was sleeping in the house. They told me of the many instances that the police had come while they 
were sleeping and giving them a fine of $80 each or a day and night in a cell. Knowing the specific 
times the police preferred to check the house they were able to avoid this encounter, and therefore 
continued to use the abandoned house as their central accommodation in a way that was relatively 
risk-free. They stated, however, that they believed they were entitled to stay in the house as their 
right as Fijian citizens, and that they should not have to fear any repercussions of staying there. It was 
their right as Fijian citizens to occupy the land, especially unoccupied and unused land, for their 
purposes. They believed the police were in violation of citizenship rights, not only because they did 
not believe it was formal policy, but because they believed the police officers were pocketing the 
money from the fines when they were caught. This was a betrayal of Fijian values of undermining the 
tenets of the “Magic City”. The social infrastructure, the urban spaces, and systems of communality 
used to get by in the urban environment were being exploited for individual personal gain.  
 Despite these police officers being considered corrupt officials not sanctioned by the state, 
they were also connected to formal attitudes towards youth and their occupation of the city. They 
believed that the Fijian government was turning a blind eye to the rights of Fijian citizens in favour of 
more privileged conceptions of citizenship that was not based on the interests of Fijians, but on capital 
interests (Overton, 1999). These youth did not feel the same direct connection to land through 
ancestors, mythology, and the construction of narratives as did their elders in the urban village. 
However, they retained the opinion that land is fundamentally the property of itaukei Fijians and 
should not be denied to them. To some extent, this explained their movements in the city, which in 
many ways showed defiance of the regulations that law enforcement officials were upholding. This 
included entering areas they were prohibited from whenever they could, such as a food court that 
was regulated by a security guard or the central Suva market, which had a community run police 
station attached to it and whose officers knew many of the youth by face. Local pool halls also 
provided locations where youth could conduct leisure activities during the day. Space out the back of 
the central market also housed multiple stalls selling lollies and sweet treats, and youth also liked to 
congregate there and smoke. Travelling on the bus to unplanned and accessible urban villages such as 
Quaia, or others that housed friends, was something the urban youth relished. The very act of weaving 
in between the many cracks of formal regulations was a way of laying claim to the city and fulfilling 
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their right to experience Suva as a landscape of opportunity and desire. It is perhaps no coincidence 
that the other place I saw the slogan “Magic City” was on the front of a bus, which allowed a modicum 
of freedom in the form of physical and social mobility.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have explored the fragmentary nature of cities in the global south, including ones in 
South Africa and South America. Divergent ideas of citizenship tend to socially and spatially fragment 
urban environments into distinct social, racial, religious, and class districts (Caldeira, 2000; Guano, 
2004; Murray, 2008; Simone, 2004). The city of Suva, I argue, does not reflect this socially and spatially 
fragmented nature as the tenets of vakavanua that are cultivated in the network of its urban villages 
have extended outwards to spaces in the broader urban environment. It has produced an unbounded 
urban village, or “village city” (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). Fiji and other Melanesian states have faced a 
crisis in defining a unifying conception of citizenship, as seen in Fiji’s history of political coups. In the 
process, however, some broadly-speaking insurgent and unifying visions of citizenship based on 
vakavanua have developed between itaukei Fijians in response to the threat of Indian political and 
commercial dominance (Newland, 2013). On the other hand, other Melanesian nations, such as the 
Solomon Islands, have not been able to congregate around a unifying vision of citizenship as 
indigenous populations continue to identify primarily with kinship groups (Allen, 2012).  
In this chapter, I have demonstrated how the social infrastructures of urban youth across 
urban villages have imbued urban spaces such as an abandoned house, and other spaces in between, 
with their interpretation of vakavanua. These young men have different conceptions of vakavanua 
that are separated from the way that many first generations have engaged with vakavanua in the 
urban village through land (Jones, 2016a, 2016b). In many ways, the youth are attempting to remould 
the concept in a way that is appropriate to their context of being born in the urban village, and 
experience the city as a more globalised and capitalist landscape. Despite this, they are loyal to other 
underlying premises of vakavanua, especially those that emphasise communality and the indigenous 
right to the city. The social regulation of central urban spaces exists; however, the large cracks in 
regulation allow male youth to occupy and produce urban space according to their vision of what the 
urban landscape should represent.  
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7. The Node of the Fijian Trans-Local Moral Community: Tracing 
Exchange through the Urban Village 
Bertram and Watters (1986) and Bertram (1999, 2006) established the MIRAB model which contends 
that Migration (MI), Remittances (R), Aid (A), and Buerarcracy (B) sustain Pacific Island economies. 
Since their research, the focus of most of the subsequent work in Polynesia has focused on the 
economic benefits and sustainability of remittance flows in the region (Brown, 1994, 1997). 
Ethnographic and multi-sited research in Polynesia and migrant destinations, however, has 
emphasised the importance of transnational exchange in maintaining kinship, community, and 
national-based identities (Gershon, 2007; Small, 2011).  Such research emphases that these exchanges 
are bi-directional, with money flowing from international migrants to offer economic support, but also 
cultural artefacts, services, and food travelling to the international migrant in their new home.  These 
material items help international migrants to maintain and develop identities that are connected to 
the places and people they have left behind (Hulkenberg, 2015; Keck & Schieder, 2015; Petrou & 
Connell, 2017). More recently, research in Melanesia focuses on how such exchange operates across 
the trans-island divide (Petrou & Connell, 2017). 
The Veitiri urban village was uniquely situated at the crossroads of both trans-national and 
trans-island commodity exchange networks. Remittances and urban consumer goods flowed from 
military personnel serving in the Middle East into the urban village and out to rural islands. However, 
cultural goods and services flowed into the urban village from rural islands and out to the international 
diaspora. I argue that the urban village plays the unique role of binding together the trans-local Fijian 
community across rural-urban-international divides and is a central node in this exchange network. It 
occupies a pivotal position and thus facilities conceptions of vakavanua and modernity across these 
spaces due to its dual traditional-urban significance. From this, I pose the question of whether the 
urbanisation of Melanesian cities that I observed to be impacting the traditional significance of the 
urban village will subsequently impact this exchange network and the maintenance of this trans-local 
community. 
The Birth of a Familial Trans-National Community 
Lilieta, the daughter of Tomasi and Josivini gave birth to a son five months into my fieldwork. I did not 
know that the birth of Lilieta’s son also would also spark the birth of a familial trans-national 
community. The father of Lilieta’s son was a military officer called Inia. Inia was not present at the 
birth as he was serving in the Middle East and continued to do so for the duration of my fieldwork. As 
a result, the birth of their son had immediately created a relationship of care between mother father 
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and son that spanned across the globe. This, however, was not the only relationship that this birth set 
into motion as it inextricably bound the couple’s two families together.  Their families came from 
different places, Lilieta’s family were primarily based in the urban village of Veitiri. Inia’s family had a 
slight foothold in Suva as they rented the upstairs of a house in a suburb that neighboured Veitiri. The 
majority of Inia’s family lived in Savusavu, an urban centre on the second largest island of Fiji, Vanua 
Levu. The birth of Lilieta’s son, therefore, fostered a new relationship with Inia’s family to the adjacent 
suburb and household as well as Savusavu. Not long after the birth of Lilieta’s son her brother Joni 
and father Tomasi moved back to their island of origin in the Lau group. This further extended 
relationships of care to the rural island. The birth of this one child. 
The production of these trans-national and trans-island relationships is not uncommon in 
Oceania. However, it has been that Polynesia has historically had significantly more avenues for 
international labour migration compared to Melanesian countries such as Fiji (Petrou & Connell, 
2017). From the vantage point of Melanesia, the presence of trans-local communities is only a recent 
phenomenon. Fiji has witnessed a significant diasporic flow of Indo-Fijians to New Zealand and 
Australia after the political coups that brought into question their future in Fiji. However, labour 
migration by itaukei Fijians has only recently become more common in the form of rugby players 
migrating to Europe and Japan (Schieder, 2014), and military personnel serving in the Middle East and 
the UK military (Hulkenberg, 2015). The birth of Lilieta’s child to an absentee military serviceman 
reflects the increasing presence of transnational relationships emanating from Fiji and the formation 
of subsequent trans-local communities coming into fruition. It also further reflects the emerging, but 
limited, Fijian diasporic research that suggests that the commitment to maintaining and cultivating 
these transnational relationships is motivated by the desire to transmit the important life force of 
vakavanua to one another (Hulkenberg, 2015; Keck & Schieder, 2015; Schieder, 2014). In addition to 
this literature, Lilieta’s story demonstrates that the birth of this child in the context of the urban village 
has the effect of connecting and expanding networks of transnational migrants and rural islanders 
together into a trans-local community.    
I was first introduced to Lilieta by Joni on one of my first visits to Veitiri. I only met her briefly 
at the time, as I was encouraged by Joni and his friends to go fishing with them on those first days. 
Lilieta, however, proved to be my main contact via mobile after I returned to Melbourne for a month 
before heading back to the urban village to stay for the remainder of my fieldwork. This contact 
allowed for my return to the urban village, an indeed the household, as Joni was absent when I had 
returned. Lilieta was twenty years old and the most formally educated of the household. She had left 
high school after completing her second to last year in her late teens. She possessed a natural aptitude 
pride and ambition towards further education, as I observed on the many occasions I sat with her as 
110 
 
she flicked through her old school books. She stopped attending school because the cost of fees was 
to high for her family to pay. It was also common for children in the settlement to stop attending 
school at very young ages. After leaving high school, Lilieta met and started a relationship with Inia 
who was a trainee in the Fijian military. He lived in a formal residential suburb neighbouring Veitiri 
urban village. During their relationship, Inia was sent to the Sinai peninsula in the Middle East. When 
asked what his role was on the Sinai peninsula, Lilieta’s answers ranged from being part of a United 
Nations peacekeeping mission to being hired by a private security firm. To Lilieta and the rest of the 
family his activities in the Middle East were not entirely known, as references to his activities were 
kept vague. While Inia was serving in the Middle East and before my arrival in the urban village, Lilieta 
discovered that she was pregnant, which prompted a redefining of their previously loosely-defined 
relationship. It was at this point that I began my fieldwork in Veitiri and the household.  
My presence as a newcomer in the household prompted explanations of what the relationship 
was between Lilieta and Inia by the family and extended kinship network. The narrative presented to 
me was that they were married; however, it was clear that this was decided after it was discovered 
that Lilieta was pregnant. No Christian or itaukei marriage ceremony had been performed while Inia 
was in Suva, and exchanges typical of an itaukei marriage ceremony were starting to be performed to 
Lilieta and the family while Inia was absent. Tomasi’s elder brother, who also lived in the urban village, 
came to visit the household one morning carrying a whale’s tooth, an item of considerable traditional 
cultural significance, to be presented to Tomasi to recognise the marriage. Such an exchange served 
to formally define Lilieta’s and Inia’s relationship despite their geographic separation. With the birth 
of Lilieta’s son came further exchanges in a formal itaukei ceremony that served to connect the 
families of the two. A temporary shelter made from bamboo posts and spare corrugated iron kept for 
such occasions were erected. Mats from various households of the kin who would attend the 
ceremony held under the shelter were laid underneath for comfort. Produce grown in the urban 
village, and fish caught off its coast, were cooked in preparation for the feast that would ensue. The 
kava bowl was set up under the shelter, and the food was placed within the house. Once the family of 
Inia arrived from their neighbouring suburb, the males were given prime positions within the kava 
seating format alongside Tomasi and his elder brother. The females of Inia’s family went into the 
house where Lilieta and Josivini were with the baby. As kava bowls were exchanged between men 
outside, and gifts such as a stroller and nappies were given to Lilieta, the relationship between the 
two families was locally solidified in the absence of Inia’s physical presence. What was formally 
defined at this ceremony was a transnational relationship between Fiji and the Middle East. 
The transnational connection established at this ceremony did not stop at connecting the 
Middle East and the Fijian urban village but also extended to the other kin and places that were part 
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of Lilitia’s extended kinship network.  Around the time of the birth of Lilieta’s son, Joni started 
reappearing and intermittently living in the urban village and household. Concerned with the 
possibility of Joni leaving the urban village again, and being again lured by the temptations of the city, 
Josivini and Tomasi broached the idea to Joni of spending time on Tomasi’s home island in the Lau 
group. The experience of both Tomasi and Joni reconnecting with the rural island as urban-based 
itaukeis will be covered in the next chapter. However, it is pertinent to state here that this relocation 
was motivated by the desire to reconnect to a sense of vakavanua that Tomasi perceived to be lost to 
Joni. Tomasi accompanied Joni on this journey for a couple of months (as did I for five weeks), which 
put them into contact with cultural commodities and personal connections with the source of rural 
vakavanua. This expanded the trans-local community that the birth of Lilieta’s child had set into 
motion to include Joni and Inia, who had never previously met. While the two never directly engaged 
with one another during my fieldwork, they were both intertwined within this trans-local community. 
It allowed for the exchange of cultural and modern commodities/currencies across the rural-urban 
divide, with the urban village of Veitiri being at the heart of these exchanges. These exchanges through 
the urban village served to connect the trans-national community through the transfer of vakavanua 
that both modern and cultural commodities represented.  
Identity in Fijian Trans-Local Communities 
This production of a trans-local community is not historically unique in Oceania. As Hau’ofa (1993) 
recognised, Islanders have historically been geographically mobile. Islanders navigated the oceans, 
made connections with other island inhabitants and exchanged traditional commodities and 
currencies. The extent of geographical and social mobility across the islands is well documented in 
Oceanic literature, including the extensive network of exchange of traditional wealth items across the 
kula ring (Damon, 2002; Malinowski, 1920), the systems of political and social marriage across Fiji-
Samoa-Tonga (Kaeppler, 1978), as well as the elevation of strangers from other island groups into 
chiefly statuses (McDougall, 2016). In this respect, Hau’ofa (1993) has argued that Oceania should be 
depicted historically as an interconnected “sea of islands” rather than the conception of Oceania as 
isolated “islands in the sea” that has been imposed Oceania since the drawing of invisible boundaries 
during the colonial period. Hau’ofa (1993) continues to argue that even beyond the colonial period 
Islanders have continued to be highly mobile, both geographically and socially, despite the western 
classification of isolated “islands in the seas”, as well as policies that sought to restrict movement. It 
is further argued by Lilomaiava-Doktor (2009) that in this current iteration of modernity and 
globalisation, migration by Islanders is a cultural response to challenges and opportunities that these 
processes bring. Specifically, migration provides opportunities to pursue traditional concepts such as 
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vakavanua in contexts where localised systems of fulfilling traditional ways of life are being 
challenged. This ability to explore traditional ways of life in trans-local communities can be explained 
through an analysis of the “dividual” as opposed to “individual” personhood that is prevalent in 
Melanesian traditions of vakavanua and kastom.  
 Throughout this thesis, I have explored how vakavanua is a doctrine of Fijian life that guides 
people toward following the way of the land that, at its underlying core, requires a connection to and 
respect for ancestors through land. As I have argued, the urban village is a construct that allows Fijians 
living in an urban context to pursue and produce vakavanua. I have argued that this connection to 
vakavanua can be sustained through imbuing land with ancient ancestors. Vakavanua also requires 
continuity and spiritual connection to how their ancestors lived, as practised out in everyday 
relationships and exchanges in the present. In many ways, I observed this in the localised relationships 
played out in the exchanges surrounding spaces of electricity sharing as well as 
gambling/pickpocketing in the abandoned house. However, in places such as the urban village of 
Veitiri, such connection to vakavanua is tenuous and challenged, whether through the contestation 
of itaukei land rights, the restructuring of the spatial and social layouts of the settlement due to land 
development, or the demands of the more individually-based ways of living that the capitalist system 
is imposing in Fijian society. Challenges are also prevalent in rural localities, primarily due to the upper 
population limit these islands can hold, at least in maintaining practices that are compatible with rural 
vakavanua (R. G. Ward, 1965). Alternative avenues are therefore explored to fulfil this way of the land 
away from rural localities and urban villages to include international destinations. Migration allows 
for Fijians (as well as other Islanders) to maintain traditional relationships with both present kin and 
ancestors through access to the resources that labour migration provides and their participation in 
exchanging these resources for traditional commodities and services (Keck & Schieder, 2015; 
Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009). This ultimately allows a connection to vakavanua, because the heart of the 
exchange of these traditional commodities and services does not only consist of the things being 
transferred, but also the identities of place and personhood that are integral to vakavanua across the 
trans-local community. 
This transfer of place and personhood, and ultimately vakavanua, through the exchange of 
traditional wealth items and produce is possible primarily due to Melanesian notions of “dividual” as 
opposed to “individual” personhood. Marilyn Starthern argues that: 
Far from being regarded as unique entities, Melanesian persons are as dividually as they are 
individually conceived. They contain a generalised sociality within. Indeed, persons are frequently 
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constructed as the plural and composite site of the relationships that produce them (Strathern, 1988, 
p. 13) 
In the case of the rural village, vakavanua is linked to the collective peoples and places that sustain 
them. The way vakavanua is produced in this collective can be seen through the exchange and 
consumption in which they participate. For instance, the collective sharing and consumption of 
produce, such as dalo and cassava binds the consumers with the ancestors who are imbued in the 
ground where the produce was grown. In turn, their shared consumption and retention of the 
character of ancestors embodied in the flesh of the produce a collectively rather than individually 
defined society according to vakavanua (Becker, 1995; Petrou & Connell, 2017). Hence a collective 
“way of the land” is shared due to shared links to past ancestors imbued in land (Jolly, 1992; 
Tomlinson, 2002). Traditional wealth items are similarly imbued with the spirit of foregone ancestors 
who once possessed the item, as well as the spirit of the current gifter (Mauss, 2002; Strathern, 1988; 
Weiner, 1992). The gift of traditional wealth items is typically used to bring others into this relationship 
of generalised sociality, such as in wedding ceremonies, ceremonies that solidify political 
relationships/alliances or are used to pledge enduring commitment (Hooper, 2013). Through 
collective consumption of produce and the gift of traditional wealth items, Oceanic peoples are 
dividually composed according to the relationships they have with peoples, objects, and the land 
surrounding them. It is through these relationships that they can access vakavanua. 
Migration, however, introduces the complexities of being defined by multiple sets of peoples 
and places that they interact with, as well as maintaining identities of rural places of origin from which 
they may have been absent from for a long time. This has the potential to create a disconnect to 
vakavanua, as this collective defining of identity to ancestors and present kin is strained. Yet, as 
essential as vakavanua/kastom is as a life source, migration has always been pursued in Fiji and 
Melanesia. Connections to vakavanua/kastom were able to be retained due to inter-island exchanges 
that simultaneously provide contact to personhood and place that are essential to the social 
reproduction of vakavanua. In many cases, the glories and material possessions obtained via ancient 
seafaring enabled stories and traditional wealth to be transported home. This enabled seafarers to 
offer substance to the systems of generalised sociality and fulfil kinship obligations (Hau’Ofa, 1993). 
Similarly, high mobility and exchanges sustaining vakavanua continue to be prevalent, as evidenced 
by the opportunities for Fijian military personnel to provide their service across the globe, such as 
Inia’s migration to the Middle East. Lilomaiava-Doktor (2009) argues in this modern context that 
migration allows better or alternative opportunities to further commit to and define dividual identities 
than in Fiji with regards to the challenges that urbanisation is having on producing vakavanua locally.  
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Hulkenburg (2015) argues that Fijians, like other Islanders, are migrating to other nations such 
as the UK to access resources that will help to sustain both kin and land back home. These resources 
are primarily in the form of money remittances. The methods and motives of their use often enable 
this form of currency to substitute for traditional wealth items and services, particularly in a modern 
society where such resources are needed for sustained living and development on rural islands. In the 
UK there are approximately 7,000 Fijians, 2,200 of which are Fijian soldiers who serve in the British 
army, concentrated around army barracks and housing. These Fijian soldiers and their families living 
in the UK committed to fulfilling kinship obligations through money remittances. However, these 
soldiers also form trans-local communities in the UK in that they replicate the practices and norms 
that sustain vakavanua away from Fiji. They engage in collective ceremonies and exchange, such as 
fundraising events known as a soli that help raise money for charitable efforts back home, and which 
also bond UK-based Fijians together in generalised sociality despite no or tenuous kinship ties. New 
dividual identities formed with other Fijian peoples and places of the UK are appropriated into 
vakavanua. However, to fulfil this trans-local generalised sociality, traditional wealth items that are 
imbued with the personhood and places of Fiji are also still required for traditional ceremonies. In 
return for their money remittances, traditional wealth items such as woven mats are sent back to the 
UK to sustain this generalised sociality of vakavanua life-source in this trans-local community. 
Hulkenburg (2015) illuminates how Fijian migration, like other Oceanic migrations in the modern 
context, is a strategy that sustains a generalised sociality that is critical to vakavanua through money 
remittances.   
 One of the main challenges of maintaining this trans-local community through exchange 
relationships with Fiji is that the obligations are often excessive, or money remittance unsuitable. 
Hulkenburg (2015) stresses that the living costs in the UK are very high, which makes it difficult to both 
support kin in Fiji as well as maintain adequate living standards. Similarly, Schieder and Prestredstuen 
(2014) argue that Fijian rugby players who have migrated to Japan face similar challenges in fulfilling 
remittance obligations. Players who are not in the top professional Japanese divisions earn 
significantly lower salaries than their more talented counterparts and are also required to work factory 
shifts for the Japanese manufacturing companies that hire their services. Furthermore, Fijian players 
are also paid less than other players from developed countries such as New Zealand and Australia. The 
money remittances sent back, despite holding significant value, can also be limited in its ability to bind 
transnational relationships (Hulkenberg, 2015; Keck & Schieder, 2015; Schieder, 2014). Money 
remittances do not reciprocate or replicate the effect of sharing in the consumption of food or 
exchanging traditional wealth items and thus the shared experience of identity, as money does not 
transmit the spirit of ancestors or kin that is crucial for generalised sociality. As a result, money 
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remittances are not considered equal to the exchange of produce or traditional wealth items 
(Hulkenberg, 2015). These challenges of sufficiently fulfilling obligations have the effect that many 
Fijians try to avoid events such as the fundraising soli or distance themselves from kinship contacts in 
Fiji. In such cases, this challenges the ability of Fijian migrants to maintained generalised sociality with 
kin and ancestors, and thus their connection to vakavanua (Hulkenberg, 2015).   
 In the case of the trans-local community centred on the urban village of Veitiri with its 
branches extending to Inia in the Middle East and Joni in the Lau island group, I was able to observe 
how the exchange of both modern and traditional goods and services served to maintain generalised 
sociality in this challenging context. These exchanges were balanced by the everyday realities of living 
and ensured the solidification of relationships and connection to vakavanua. In the highly variable and 
unstable context of the urban village, sacrifices often needed to be made, placing a strain on either 
everyday sustenance or the maintenance of obligations and relationships. My focus primarily on the 
urban village provides an alternate perspective on how such exchanges were maintained and 
experienced, in comparison to the experiences of people who migrated internationally or to rural 
islands. The urban village as an intermediary place between traditional and urban significance showed 
both its significance and fragility in mediating such exchanges. The urban village was an essential cog 
in ensuring that generalised sociality, and thus a connection to vakavanua, remained intact.  
Exchange across the Trans-Local Community 
Figure 6 shows the exchanges that occurred across the trans-local community centred on the urban 
village of Veitiri. While I have defined Veitiri as the centre of this exchange network based on my 
position and observations within it, the exchanges do not necessarily stop at the end of the arrows 
indicated. Rather, they branch further outwards to peoples and places beyond my observations. 
However, the people and places that these exchanges include are the most significant regarding the 
trans-local community I have specified. This includes Inia in the Middle East, his relatives living in 
Vanua Levu, Lilieta, her newborn son, her parents Tomasi and Josivini living in Veitiri, as well as her 
brother Joni living in their place of origin in the rural island group of Lau. The centrality of the urban 
village is in part predicated on my proximity to it; however, I also observed the urban village as central 
in the facilitation of exchange of currency/goods/services in this trans-local community. The urban 
village was a node through which money remittances were converted to traditional goods and services 
and vice versa through a series of temporally drawn-out transactions. On a micro scale, these cross-
urban-rural exchanges allowed members in the trans-local community to manage everyday 
obligations and expenses, combined with additional communication and financial strategies. On a 
more macro village scale, the urban village as a marketplace for money remittances and traditional 
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goods/services acted as a place of conversion that in direct migrant-kin relationships are inappropriate 
or have diminished valued (Hulkenberg, 2015; Schieder, 2014). This places urban villages as an 
important cog in the maintaining of trans-local communities through exchange. What also cannot be 
overlooked is how this impacts the locality of Veitiri. As a place of rural-urban commodity influx and 
conversion, the urban village becomes a place of urban opportunity, as well as being imbued with 
rural personhood and tradition.    
 
 
Figure 6: Flow of Resources across the Trans-Local Community 
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 I gathered knowledge about exchanges in this network by observing them as they flowed in 
and out of Veitiri. I paid attention to the sending and receiving of these goods, and the 
communications that co-ordinated such exchanges. I also spent five weeks on the island of Tomasi’s 
origin during the period that Joni was introduced to the island, accompanied by Tomasi. Joni stayed 
on the island for the remainder of my fieldwork. During my stay on the island I was able to observe 
the exchanges that accompanied Tomasi’s and Joni’s arrival on the island. This stay also provided 
context for the exchanges that subsequently came to and from the urban village of Veitiri after my 
return.  
Remittances from the Middle East 
The series of exchanges that put into motion subsequent exchanges in this newly formed trans-local 
community were the money remittances that Inia earned from his service in the Middle East (indicated 
by A). Inia did not need to transfer money from an overseas bank account to Fiji via bank transfer or 
any remittance services, as his income was directly deposited into his Fijian account. However, the 
arrangement regarding the distribution and control of this monetary income provides an interesting 
case study of how his kinship and family obligations were managed. First, his bank account was directly 
accessible by his mother, who was living in their home village in Vanua Levu, as she required assistance 
to look after his father who had suffered a stroke. Only after his mother had accessed what she 
required would she on-send money from Inia’s account to Lilieta in Veitiri (indicated by B). This was 
often a fixed sum of FJD 200 a fortnight, however, based on her family’s needs in Vanua Levu, this 
amount could be considerably less, or based on Lilieta’s needs could also be considerably more. Lilieta 
would then need to budget this money to provide for her son, as well as protect it from requests by 
her family in Veitiri who had their own needs and obligations to fulfil. To fulfil both her needs and 
obligations Lilieta, often needed to borrow money from a local money lender. The distribution of 
money remittances and further distribution through Lilieta served to maintain this newly established 
trans-local community. On several occasions, I was able to accompany Lilieta and observe transfers 
and communications on the days when these exchanges would take place.  
 On the days of transfers, Lilieta went to stay in the Inia’s family’s household in the 
neighbouring suburb. The household had a revolving cast of residents based on the travels of Inia’s 
family to and from Suva from Vanua Levu. Lilieta arrived in the early mornings and sat with the 
members of the household waiting for phone calls from both Inia as well as his mother in Vanua Levu 
to arrange transfers of money. They sat next to the television and watching DVDs, the multi-plug 
power sockets charging their mobile phones. As discussed, this space of electricity sharing was based 
not only on the giving of electricity but also on the hospitality and exchanges that occurred in this 
space. This included the giving of DVDs and the offering of meals. However, the exchanges that would 
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result from the transfer of money amplified further the sense that this was a space of sharing and 
generalised sociality and reciprocity. Indeed, as much as Lilieta was waiting for the transfer of money, 
so too was Inia’s brother, to whom Lilieta was planned to give money to purchase a boat ticket to 
return to Vanua Levu.  
 On this occasion, the phone call by Inia’s mother was taken by Inia’s brother as the transfer 
was as much for him as it was for Lilieta. She stated that she had sent FJD 250 instead of FJD 200 to 
the account for the purchase of his boat ticket; however the boat ticket was FJD 80, leaving Lilieta with 
FJD 170 for the fortnight. After receiving the call, Lilieta took a taxi to a nearby ATM where she 
withdrew the all the money that had been sent, paid the taxi driver FJD 10, and gave Inia’s brother the 
FJD 80. I had expected that this would be the end of the transactions but Lilieta stated that she needed 
to visit a money lender to repay them from the money she had just received. First, we needed to stay 
at the house until the rain stopped as she had her baby with her, and didn’t want to slip while holding 
him or get his head wet. While we were waiting, Inia called Lilieta to ensure that she had received the 
money. An argument over the phone ensued while we were sitting on the house steps under the 
awning. Inia was unhappy that she hadn’t repaid the money lender yet, while Lilieta insisted that she 
had only just received the money from his mother and was going to repay the loan when the rain had 
ceased. As soon as the rain had ceased, we walked across the road and up a concrete path that 
connected to an adjoining road where the money lender’s house was located.  
The money lender’s house was a derelict suburban house on a sole piece of land with wooden 
boards rather than glass windows. The entrance had an awning where a multitude of couches sat. We 
were greeted knowingly by a middle-aged man smoking cigarettes with friends. He called to his wife, 
and we were invited inside. Lilieta took FJD 150 from her bag and gave it to the woman, and asked for 
FJD 30 change. It turned out that she had borrowed FJD 100 a fortnight ago and was required to repay 
FJD 120. The woman stated that she did not have change and that she must give exact amounts. Lilieta 
refused as she wanted smaller denominations since this would allow her to control better how much 
could be requested by kin. The woman asked her husband to go to a friend’s house next door to ask 
if they had change for a FJD 50 note that Lilieta had given her. After returning unsuccessfully, Lilieta 
continued to wait for the change in what could only be considered an uncomfortable silence. After 
what felt like an eternity, Lilieta resisted and gave exact change, yet we remained in the house as it 
again had started to rain. After another considerable period, I left as I recognised that Lilieta might 
have been waiting for my exit to re-borrow the money she had just given as at that point she would 
only have had FJD 50 for the fortnight left. This is not to mention the requests Lilieta would receive 
when returning to Veitiri from her family.  
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 Inia’s sending of money remittances to his mother in Vanua Levu, and its subsequent transfer 
to Lilieta in Veitiri, shows a desire to maintain kinship relationships that is typical of other Oceanic 
migrants. The continued payments to Lilieta signify the desire to maintain an intimate relationship 
across geographic space, and a commitment to his son. This supports the defining of their relationship 
through the exchanges that occurred at the ceremony celebrating the birth of their son. The 
mechanisms in which these remittances are distributed exhibit a great deal of control that shows a 
hesitance to embrace this relationship fully. By using his mother as a medium through which money 
can be given to Lilieta, he and his immediate kin can control the over-extension of obligations 
experienced by many Oceanic migrants (Hulkenberg, 2015). While being a mechanism of practicality 
to manage obligations, this degree of monetary control also shows that the process of defining the 
relationship between Inia and Lilieta had not been fully realised. As Zelizer (1997, 2000) argues, money 
is not a depersonalised commodity; rather, in its material form and the processes of its transfer, it is 
a symbol that defines the intimacy of relationships. The exclusion of Lilieta from budgetary decisions 
and allocation suggests that a greater formation of trust needs to be established as their relationship 
across this trans-local community matures. Such maturation may only be possible upon Inia’s return 
to Fiji to solidify the definition of their relationship through exchange while he was absent. Another 
element that needs to be considered is the priority and norms of obligations to immediate kin on 
Vanua Levu concerning young partners in Fijian society. The dominance of Inia’s mother in budgetary 
decisions and allocation may also indicate the importance of immediate kin in the distribution of 
monetary remittances over spouses. 
 In response to these conditions, Lilieta’s use of a money lender enabled her to regain control 
of budgetary decisions. It allowed her to access money in periods of shortfalls and gave her leverage 
in requesting greater proportions of money remittances from her husband. In the phone call made by 
her husband, not only was Inia’s displeasure about not paying the money lender expressed, but Lilieta 
also complained that she wouldn’t need to borrow money if she received adequate payment. In 
subsequent transfers, this was considered as Inia insisted that his mother increase fortnightly 
payments so that Lilieta wouldn’t need to continue borrowing. This practice showed that as much as 
Inia was managing his obligations, Lilieta was also managing her everyday budgetary decisions and 
requests for money by her own family. This was also seen at the money lender’s place, as Lilieta’s 
request for small denominations in change would allow her to minimise amounts taken as large notes 
prevented divisibility. In this sense, Lilieta was acutely ear-marking money for future requests in a 
manner that would allow her to retain a greater amount of the money remittances for both social and 
economic purposes (Singh & Nadarajah, 2011; Zelizer, 1997). This process of transferring money 
remittances exhibited the balancing of obligations and everyday living, coupled with the challenge of 
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maintaining a partially defined trans-local relationship. As this remittance money flowed into Veitiri 
from Lilieta, this balance of obligation and everyday living continued. However, the introduction of 
exchanges between Veitiri and Lau introduced further implications of maintaining connection to the 
peoples and place of their home island in Lau, and thus vakavanua.  
On-Flow of Money Remittances and Urban Goods from Veitiri to the Lauan Islands 
Around this period when money remittances were entering the urban village of Veitiri, Joni had 
returned to stay in the household, and plans had been set into motion for him to go to school on 
Tomasi’s home island. This decision for Joni to go to the island was in part motivated by the 
opportunity of being able to afford this relocation that access to money remittances provided. I cannot 
absolve my involvement in this decision-making process. I, too, was a willing source of money that 
allowed this relocation to occur. As much as I had seen Joni navigate Suva according to his desires and 
ambitions, I had seen Joni live in unstable and insecure living conditions that could potentially put him 
into harm’s way. I believed the prospect of him returning to finish high school on the island would give 
him greater opportunities after his youth passed. I offered to pay for the boat passage for Joni, Tomasi, 
and I that allowed for the relocation to occur. In many ways, the money I provided cannot be separated 
from this influx of monetary remittances as I was as much of a resource brought into norms of kinship 
relations and obligations as Inia was. However, the presence of Inia’s money remittances provided a 
more stable and continuous source of income than mine, as it was known that in four months I would 
be departing Fiji and that my continuous contribution to the family budget would end. This was 
important as Joni required a continuous stream of goods, money, and school supplies/uniforms that 
he wouldn’t be able to access otherwise. His introduction to the island as an urban/rural migrant did 
not automatically ingrain him into localised kinship relations, from which he had until now been 
separated. As a result they could not necessarily rely on kin on the island for all of their needs. The 
gifts sent by Josivini fundamentally supported him and Tomasi once they returned to Veitiri. Josivini 
was only able to send these gifts due to the presence of Inia’s money remittances that she accessed 
from Llieta.  
 The remittances that were brought into the urban village by Lilieta via Inia however were not 
specifically appropriated by Josivini to send to Joni. The money remittances in the household allowed 
for the better management and investment of their own money into informal livelihood activities that 
created a further monetary surplus in the household. This surplus was then invested, not in the form 
of savings, but in the form of developing physical structures during the land development, and into 
buying more clothing to on-sell. For instance, Josivini earned her daily income through the informal 
livelihood activity of buying second-hand clothing from a store in the morning. She then on-sold these 
clothes to produce vendors in the Suva central market and surrounding stalls in the afternoon. This 
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livelihood activity required money at the start of the day to purchase the clothes, and she often did 
not have enough. She regularly needed to spend the previous day’s taking on groceries, as well as on 
utility bills at the supermarket. As a result, she would not be able to buy much clothing and was 
restricted to a few items only, leading to a cycle of making small daily profits. The introduction of 
money remittances by Lilieta allowed Josivini to request money from her in the morning to buy a 
greater amount of clothes, which she would be able to pay back from her increased daily profit easily. 
The remainder of this profit was largely directed toward sending money and goods to Joni on the 
island (Indicated by C). 
 I was able to see the tangible sending and receiving of goods on both ends of the transactions 
based on my presence both in Veitiri and the Lauan Islands at different times. Firstly, in Veitiri I was 
able to see Josivini bring home a lockable chest after working one day. She intended to send it to Joni 
so that he could lock his possessions up at the end of the school day. While she waited for the boat 
that would depart to the Lauan islands in a week to arrive in Suva, she progressively filled the chest 
with groceries, such as packets of his favourite biscuits, body and laundry soap, razors, and milk 
powder. As she went to purchase second-hand clothing, she would also keep an eye out for clothes 
that he would need, such as thick winter rugby jerseys that provided warmth in case of a cyclone 
hitting the exposed island. When putting these packages together, Josivini would exclaim how proud 
she was that Joni was going back to school and how she wanted to do as much as she could for him 
so that he would succeed. The sending and care put into such packages reflected a Melanesian 
equivalent of migrant mothering to ensure the well-being and future success of her son (Chib, Malik, 
Aricat, & Kadir, 2014). However, these care packages were also sent to ensure stable familial 
relationships, as at this time the family unit had been stretched across multiple locations with Josivini 
in Veitiri, Lilieta often at Inia’s family house in the adjacent suburb, and Joni and Tomasi in Lau.  
On the Lauan island, I did not witness the arrival of one of these packages due to the long 
periods of time between each boat arriving on the island. However, I was able to observe Tomasi 
calling Josivini in the evenings on the mobile, and occasionally Lilieta organising the transfer of money 
via Western Union. These phone calls would last a very long time, with most of the call spent 
negotiating how much money would be sent and what it would be spent on. Josivini/Lilieta would be 
trying to balance local expenses with the requests in real time, leading to long pauses interrupted by 
pleas from Tomasi and Joni, to which Josivini/Lilieta would succumb and agree to go to the post office 
the next morning to make the transfer. Joni would collect the money in the afternoon at the post 
office. However, the amount received by Joni would often be less than the amount they had agreed 
to on the phone, leading to subsequent phone calls of dissatisfaction. Towards the end of my stay on 
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the island, the phone calls that Tomasi made to Josivini went unanswered for over a week, as their 
requests were frequent and substantial. Just as Inia and Lilieta managed kinship obligations and 
everyday budgeting, Josivini adopted communication and financial strategies to manage the resources 
she was able to obtain via the trans-local system. In this regard, the mobile phone was used to both 
allow for greater fulfilment of obligations across space, while also providing greater individual agency 
to discern and block which obligations to fulfil according to everyday realities (Lipset, 2013).  
 
 
Lastly, Josivini as the primary source of household income was not only balancing her desire 
to care for Joni against her everyday realities in the urban village, but she was also actively trying to 
take advantage of the further income opportunities that Tomasi and Joni’s new connection to the 
island created. Before Tomasi, Joni, and I departed for the island, Josivini had stockpiled many baskets 
of second-hand clothes to be sold on the island. Clothing is in high demand on the island as there is 
no central market in which it is imported and sold. Josivini stated that clothing could be sold for twice 
or triple the amount it could be sold in Suva’s central market as there is much less competition on the 
Figure 7: Delivering Clothing via Horseback 
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island. This was particularly true in Tomasi’s matrilineal village, located on the coast one village across 
from his patrilineal port village. Its distance from the port village meant that it was even further away 
from an access point to urban goods. Residents of the village had to hire delivery boys in trucks to pick 
up items that had been shipped to them by relatives in Suva. This drastically increased the cost of 
urban goods. Tomasi was aware of this and decided that he would deliver clothing to the village via 
horseback along the beach that connected the two villages, indicated in Figure 7. He then sold the 
clothes in the household of his cousin’s brother. Word would filter through the village by mouth that 
he was selling clothing, and women would come and sort through the clothing on the woven mat. 
Many of the women who were unable to afford the clothing and would put the items that they liked 
in plastic bags and keep them in Tomasi’s cousin’s house until they received their salaries from the 
local school or kin. In this regard, the expansion of the trans-local community also expanded the 
income-earning potential of the trans-local household that sustained Joni and Tomasi on the island. 
This increased income helped them to manage requests as they had an income stream on the island 
from Josivini’s clothing.  
The Counter-flow of Traditional Goods and Services to Veitiri 
The sending of clothing to the Lauan Islands by Josivini was not the only circulation of urban goods I 
was able to observe. The island was as much an exporter of rural goods as an importer of urban goods. 
This was no more exemplified than on the days when the boat arrived in the port village, where the 
entirety of a morning was dedicated to unloading the boat of incoming supplies and reloading it with 
rural goods. Packages were offloaded onto the shore with personal and village names on marked on 
them, ready to be transported across the island. They were replaced with small quantities of produce 
held in woven baskets, which indicated that these exchanges were reciprocal and bi-directional 
(Petrou & Connell, 2017). There was the presence of larger quantities of produce such as copra being 
exported; however, most of these goods were traded on such a small scale that no economy of scale 
would be achievable. The urban goods received also are generally considered to have a greater 
economic value than the rural goods received. However, economic value is not the only thing to 
consider here in these exchanges. The exchange of urban-rural goods is used to reinforce relationships 
rather than to extract economic value. The discrepancy in economic value between urban and rural 
goods can be attributed to the non-quantifiable value of rural kin maintaining land and traditional 
ways of life, from which urban kin are separated. For urban kin, the receiving of rural goods and 
produce connects them to the person and place, and thus to the roots of vakavanua. This transfer 
does not stop at the receiver, however, but often extends to others in the urban environment, and 
specifically the urban village.  
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I was able to observe reciprocal and bi-directional exchanges in the newly-formed trans-local 
community on the day Tomasi, and I departed the island back to Suva. During this visit, Tomasi took 
with him a spare mobile phone that he no longer had a use for since he had purchased a new one. 
This mobile was able to play music, take and store pictures, had a colour screen, and included a variety 
of games. It was on full display during our visit. Tomasi was planning on giving it to his other cousin 
living in his patrilineal village. This was offered in exchange for the care he had given Tomasi, Joni and 
I during our stay there, which involved cooking our meals daily. This phone was offered along with a 
cash contribution that I had donated on the last days of our stay on the island. Part of this offering of 
urban goods was the understanding that Tomasi’s cousin would give Tomasi one of his younger pigs 
to take back to Veitiri in a small crate, as shown in Figure 8 (and indicated by D in Figure 6). Josivini 
wanted to accumulate pigs on behalf of her two younger sons as they could be later sold and the profit 
invested in their future, such as to pay for the schooling of their younger boys. The eventual use of 
the pig was to sell it to one of their close kin, who required one for a funeral service, at a below-market 
price. In this way, the flow of traditional goods from rural provinces to peri-urban Veitiri continued to 
Figure 8: Placing Pig in Crate for Delivery back to Veitiri 
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flow onwards to other kin in the environment that required traditional goods. Tomasi also took home 
with him a large box of mangos, which were in abundance on the island. These mangos were kept in 
the household for a week as they ripened ready for sale on the steps of the local store to the rest of 
the urban village.  
The Urban Village as the Node of the Trans-Local Community 
In this trans-local community, we can specifically see the management of everyday realities along with 
traditional obligations. Each member of this trans-local community occupied a different position in 
this system of exchange, with very different sets of budgetary realities and obligations. Inia had 
obligations that traversed countries, and which served to maintain both kinship relations and the 
defining of a relationship with Lilieta and their new son. Lilieta had obligations that traversed her 
husband’s kinship network and her own located in the urban village, leading to complicated budgetary 
decisions to balance her obligations. Josivini needed to balance her livelihood activities, which were 
relied upon by the household, with the need to sustain Joni on the island. Tomasi acted as a gateway 
to urban goods for the residents of the Lauan islands, and equally as a gateway through which 
traditional goods could be sent back to the urban village. This was the counter-flow to the investment 
that Josivini had placed in them. Joni was wholly reliant on money and urban goods being sent to him, 
However his presence on the island helped the trans-local community to re-establish and strengthen 
urban-rural kinship relationships. This strengthened the prospect of accessing further traditional 
goods in the urban village, but also the forming of a relationship to the island as Joni was further 
integrated into rural sociality. This strengthened the trans-local community to vakavanua, as future 
personal and material counter-flows would be imbued with the personhood and place of the island. 
On a micro scale, the obligations of each person in the trans-local community are balanced according 
to the resources they have available. On a macro scale, however, each person relies upon transactions 
further down the line to fulfil these obligations.    
As much as Lilieta is encapsulated in a system of balancing money remittances and obligations, 
she still fundamentally relies upon the urban village and the goods and services it provides. Traditional 
ceremony and exchanges performed in the urban village define her trans-local relationship with Inia 
and his kin, as well as providing her with childcare services via Josivini and her extended kin. Inia is 
equally implicated in this system, as without access to traditional goods and services his relationship 
with Lilieta could not have been solidified. On the other end on these transactions, Joni and Tomasi 
would not have been able to establish a connection to the rural island of origin without access to 
money remittances. Drawing clear lines from one transaction to the next is difficult as they are 
temporally separated and were only possible through extended ethnographic observation. Without 
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this extended exchange network, it is clear that many of these obligations would not be able to be 
fulfilled. Most important in this, however, is the urban village, which provided the bridge between 
these trans-national-urban-rural worlds. Without the urban village accessing both traditional 
goods/services and money, remittances would have been inhibited or diminished their significance in 
direct exchange. This would have adversely affected the ability of those across the trans-local 
community to connect to the personhood and place integral in vakavanua, as well as monetary 
resources for everyday urban living.  
The village’s role in facilitating transactions has its own benefits for the ethnic goal of 
reclaiming the city. Monetary resources, such as those provided by Inia and Lilieta, allow urban 
villagers to sustain and support informal livelihoods and thus enable them to reside in the urban 
environment. However, it also allows urban villagers to trade for traditional goods and services that 
help imbue the urban village with the desired traditional significance. This need for both types of 
resources makes the urban village a place of third party exchange in trans-local communities, while 
also giving its residents the benefits of both. As I have argued, the ethnic goal of the urban village is 
to claim space in the post-colonial urban environment according to principles of vakavanua. 
Traditional goods obtained through monetary remittances help to sustain traditional practice and 
lifestyle, and imbue the urban village with the personhood and places from which its residents 
originate. Residents of the urban village, however, originate from different rural islands with other 
trans-island and trans-national connections. The traditional goods they receive therefore would 
seemingly imbue the urban village with the essences of other peoples and places from that of this 
particular transnational community. However, I argue, the pig and mangos brought back from the 
Lauan islands by Tomasi were transferred to the rest of urban village residents despite being from a 
different place of origin to their kinship groups. These traditional resources still sustained traditional 
ceremony and principles and imbued the urban village with traditional significance as a collective 
regardless of kinship ties and origin. In general, the sharing of traditional goods within the bounds of 
the urban village seemed to bring its residents into generalised sociality despite their multiple origins. 
In this sense, the exchange network across the trans-local community did not only implicate the 
members of singular trans-local networks but also extended across the urban village and assisted in 
its ethnic project of reclaiming the city.   
Conclusion 
Oceanic peoples have always been able to remain mobile and facilitate exchange. Extensive trade and 
social systems existed before colonial administration (Hau’Ofa, 1993). Even with the challenges 
imposed during the colonial administration that sought to restrict movement (Connell & Lea, 1994), 
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inter-island movement and exchange remained prevalent (Petrou & Connell, 2017). Such Oceanic 
mobility has fundamentally served to assist in fulfilling traditional obligations, despite being separated 
from kin and place through exchange, and is a strategy carried out in this modern era (Hulkenberg, 
2015; Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009; Small, 2011). Oceanic mobility seems to be expanding, especially for 
Melanesian states with access to new migration avenues (Keck & Schieder, 2015; Schieder, 2014), and 
in many contexts is motivated by contributing to the general wellbeing of kin and development of 
community (Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009). However, there seems to be a trend towards greater 
disconnect between migrants and the kin they leave behind. The challenges of balancing everyday 
expenses and traditional obligations that serve to bind trans-local communities together in 
generalised sociality are often overwhelming (Hulkenberg, 2015; Schieder, 2014). Direct transfer of 
money remittances is both burdensome to migrants and has a diminished value due to their 
impersonal character. Migrants are also increasingly disconnected from the generalised sociality of 
their places of origin (Hulkenberg, 2015; Schieder, 2014). There are challenges to transferring concepts 
of personhood and place across the trans-local community that bind peoples together in generalised 
sociality, and invariably to vakavanua.  
 I argue that the urban village provides a unique eco-system that sustains both the micro and 
macro maintenance of traditional obligation and everyday realities of all peoples across trans-local 
communities. It is a nodal point that converts money remittances and urban goods into traditional 
goods and services, and vice versa. Its status as an intermediary place allows such goods to be 
accessible across the trans-local community, but it plays a more vital role than this. Its role as a third 
party allows such exchanges to be temporally drawn out. This allows for better management of 
resources to balance everyday realities and traditional obligations. It also serves to remove the 
difficulties of depersonalisation of monetary exchanges. Depersonalised direct money/traditional 
good exchanges across the trans-local community are replaced with exchanges based on personalised, 
albeit time-consuming, social relationships. The urban village provides an essential service in binding 
peoples together across the international-rural divide in generalised sociality, allowing for the flow of 
personhood and place between them, which depersonalised monetary exchanges at times cannot 
fulfil (Hulkenberg, 2015). The urban village is consequentially caught in the cross-fire of these 
exchanges, benefiting from the money remittances that can sustain everyday living, as well as being 
imbued with the personhood and place of traditional goods and services. Such exchange, therefore, 
assists with the ethnic goal of the urban village of reclaiming the city according to vakavanua.  
The maintenance of trans-local communities through the urban village, however, is not devoid 
of its own challenges as the balancing of everyday realities and traditional obligations is still present. 
Communication and financial strategies continue to be employed to avoid or diminish excessive 
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obligations (Lipset, 2013). However, I argue that without the urban village, the trans-local community 
I have detailed would neither be able to exist nor be maintained. The urban village fundamentally 
allowed relationships to be defined and sustained according to vakavanua through exchange. I 
subsequently argue that with the processes of urbanisation that are disrupting and challenging the 
traditional significance of urban village, this delicate exchange eco-system could be destroyed. The 
replacement of the urban village with a planned suburb without agricultural grounds, delegitimised 
connection to past ancestors, and the commodification of relationships within the urban village will 
eradicate its status as an intermediary place of tradition/modernity. This may severe the exchanges 
and communication that maintain and produce personalised trans-local relationships. In such a case, 
an isolated “sea of islands” may be produced as the interconnection between such islands is inhibited. 
Melanesian urban policy needs to consider how such localised urban development may implicate 
Oceanic mobilities and enduring tradition by disrupting a delicate eco-system of exchanges.  
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8. Engagements with Home: A Journey to the Lauan Islands 
The concept of “home” for Veitiri urban villagers is complex. Throughout these chapters, I have 
detailed the production of the urban village and surrounding urban areas by their inhabitants as places 
of tradition. They manipulate the urban spaces around them by utilising land ideologies, concepts of 
personhood, colonial histories, political histories, infrastructural construction, spatial layouts, 
reconstituted kinship relationships, and commodity exchanges. Throughout this process, these urban 
residents have been able to produce a home in the sense that they have produced the conditions of 
social reproduction of an urban vakavanua. This leaves the idea of rural islands of origin as home 
obscured. For many urban villagers, “home” is blurred in terms of its physical locality. Rural islands of 
origin are places they aspire to recreate—and in many regards have replicated—in the urban 
environment (Jones, 2016a, 2016b; Lindstrom, 2012). At the same time, they can never permanently 
migrate back to these islands and culturally integrate within them. Many urban villagers have been 
forced to live in the urban environment due to adverse circumstances, such as social exile, that has 
subsequently jeopardised their return to these “homes”. Attempts to return to these homes by urban 
villagers and international migrants alike prove to be a challenging and confronting experience (Maron 
& Connell, 2008), especially for long-absent or second generation migrants (Lee, 2004, 2016, 2017). In 
this context, I argue that the way urban villagers engage with rural islands of origin is not an 
engagement with a “home”, but a means to further legitimise the urban village as a substitute for 
them. Considering the conflicted relationships, urban villagers have with “home” informs a critical 
debate of places of belonging of these specific itaukei Fijians in Fijian society. Extending this debate, I 
argue that processes of urbanisation are not destroying temporary and opportunistic squatter 
settlements as they are currently, and have historically been, perceived (Walsh, 1978). Urbanisation 
is destroying what has become an enduring and permanent Melanesian “home” in the form of the 
urban village.  
In this chapter I will draw upon my ethnographic fieldwork on Tomasi’s home island in the Lau 
group, in particular, engaging with his life history and relationship with the island. I will first detail the 
death of Tomasi’s father during his youth while living temporarily in Suva in the 1970s and how this 
created obstacles for his family to return to his rural island of origin at the time. I will subsequently 
detail how this forced him, his mother, and siblings to migrate permanently to the urban village of 
Veitiri. I will second explore the relationships that migrants like Tomasi, have with rural homes in the 
Oceanic migration literature. Specifically, I will focus on the challenges that migrants face when 
returning to their islands of origin. I also begin to ask whether these should be considered not as return 
migrations but rather as journeys to places of significant cultural meaning. This will third lead into 
discussing Tomasi’s journey to his rural island of origin along with his son Joni, who had never 
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previously visited the island. From the observations I made on our journey, I will detail the continued 
obstacles they faced in fully integrating into their rural home. I will subsequently detail how their 
journey was directed by Tomasi towards legitimising the urban village as a substitute rural home 
through personhood and commodity exchanges. From this, I will fourth argue that despite their 
journey to their “rural home”, the urban village was still their permanent place of residence, 
sustenance, and cultural-social reproduction. I will conclude by further analysing the implications of 
the development of the urban village. I argue that the development may not leave them without 
shelter and security, but in many ways may leave them “homeless”.  
Island Exiles 
Throughout the ten months I spent with Tomasi in Fiji and through countless discussions, I 
have been able to piece together his journey to the urban village as a young boy. Some of these 
discussions came during the journey and time spent on his rural home island in the Lauan group. The 
time spent on the island had him wanting to construct the narrative of his relationship to both his 
urban home of Veitiri and his rural island home, as the journey had him questioning his belonging in 
both places. Many of these reflections came quite consciously when walking along the beach that 
connected his father’s and mother’s villages. Often when we were in between the two villages, he 
recalled the frayed relationships with both villages after the death of his father. He stated that these 
relationships prevented his family from living on the island as they were unwilling to have his family 
live there. During our time in both these villages, I could see echoes of this unwillingness to 
accommodate him and his family in the present, which I will later go over in greater detail in 
subsequent sections. In the moments when we were in between the two villages, he had the freedom 
to reflect on the past that had prohibited him from living in these villages then and now.   
 Tomasi first started his narrative on this beach unprompted. He began by saying that his father 
had died suddenly in 1972. His father was a sailor and was stationed in Suva and during the time that 
he, his mother, and his siblings lived in Suva with him. Like many migrants, they had planned on staying 
in Suva temporarily while his father worked, and they aimed to return permanently back to their rural 
islands of origin. Also like many of these migrants, this permanent return never materialised (Nair, 
2017; Walsh, 1978) This was fundamentally because of his father’s death. His mother did originally 
take him and his siblings back to the Lauan islands after the tragedy, and they did live for a time in his 
father’s village. It was arranged that they would be taken care of by his father’s elder brothers who 
lived on the island. They had a responsibility, in Tomasi’s estimation, to construct a new house for 
them to stay in, grant access to their gardens and produce, and generally care for them. This care, 
however, never materialised. The house was only partially constructed, leaving parts exposed to the 
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elements, and they did not receive adequate garden space, cultivation permissions, or food gifts to 
sustain themselves while in the village. After six months it was decided by Tomasi’s mother that they 
were to try and live in her village on the island, which as I have alluded to was an hour’s walk away 
along the beach. Much like in his father’s village, her village was equally unwilling to care for them. 
This stemmed from the fact that after marriage, wives and their families are to live in their husband’s 
village. This seemingly still applied after Tomasi’s father’s death. Therefore not only did the death of 
Tomasi’s father break the link with his village, but the norm that wives are to live in the male’s village 
remained, alienating them from her village. This left Tomasi’s family welcome in neither his father’s 
nor mother’s village. After another six months of neglect in her village, they were forced to migrate 
back to Suva.  
 They eventually settled in a housing complex in 1974 made of single story rows of adjoining 
brick and mortar houses in the Suva-Nausori corridor. Each house was identical, with a living room 
that you entered from the front, connecting to a kitchen and laundry at the back, and a single sleeping 
room to the side. This housing complex was part of the Housing Authority (HA) scheme that provided 
subsidised housing to low-income families. I was able to see this housing complex on a daily basis as 
it still exists today and is directly adjacent to the urban village of Veitiri. At the time of Tomasi’s family’s 
relocation to the housing complex, Veitiri had only recently been formed (in 1969) collectively by 
Lomakalou, Lolobo, and Solomon Island kinship lineages. In the early 1980s, Tomasi’s mother would 
remarry to a man of mixed Solomon Island and Lomakalou kinship lineage, and this would see the 
family relocate to Veitiri. Tomasi did not initially live in Veitiri. In his late teens and early twenties, he 
had a few brief stints working as a cable layer on the island of Ovalau and in Nadi. He eventually 
relocated to Veitiri in the early 1990s upon marrying Josivini and eventually had his children: Lilieta, 
Joni, Samu, and Junior. Tomasi had told me that he decided to settle down in Veitiri because it held 
his most cherished kinship lineages that included his eldest brother, as well as the adopted Lomakalou 
and Solomon Islander kinship lineages of his father-in-law. Equally important was that he was able to 
construct his own family home and have the freedom to grow and cultivate the land around the urban 
village. For Tomasi, the urban village provided an ideal landing spot to create a home within 
reconstituted kinship relations complete with scope to carry out rural livelihood activities.  
 As I put together the pieces of this narratives from multiple conversations that took place in 
the urban village and on the island, one thing was clear. Tomasi had settled in the urban village of 
Veitiri as a place to pursue a family life befitting of an itaukei Fijian, which he was prohibited from 
pursuing in the Lauan islands. In many ways, this story of Tomasi is not unique, and similar stories of 
alienation from home islands and rural areas are common. The Solomon Island group as descendants 
of the forced migrants in the blackbird trade were long alienated from their lands. The Lolobo kinship 
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group too had lost connection to their lands through their continued forced movements by the British 
colonial administration. As previously discussed, their forced movement not only separated them 
from land but also confused which lands they were connected to due to the mixing of kinship lineages 
that these continued movements caused. This is not to mention the many other socially estranged 
families that moved to Veitiri. These families did not necessarily have the underlying kinship-based 
prerequisites that made Veitiri a perfect substitute for rural homes. For example, Susani and her family 
had no kinship connections in the urban village. Yet, as her generosity in the informal power-sharing 
system indicated, she was actively attempting to be incorporated into its underlying collective 
sociality, which created an urban form of vakavnua. Individually estranged families such as Susani’s 
were attempting to produce a new home from nothing, which the context and other exiled families 
of the urban village allowed. The difference for those from the Lau group such as Tomasi, and other 
kinship groups such as those from Kadavu, is that social and spiritual connections to their rural islands 
of origin have been recently rejuvenated, despite these connections being previously damaged. This 
in turn, complicates their relationship to their rural islands of origins as homes. This was especially 
evident upon returning to their Lauan Island with Tomasi and his son Joni.  
Redefining Rural Homes and Return Migration  
Before detailing Tomasi and Joni’s engagement with their rural islands of origin, and thus the 
confrontation of their rural home, I wish to explore Melanesian migrants’ concept and experience of 
rural homes in the literature. This will help contextualise what rural home means for Tomasi and Joni. 
First, it is reasonable to ask what home means in the Oceanic context. What seems like a relatively 
straightforward question is infinitely complex in the Oceanic context and in particular the urban village 
context. In the previous chapter, I argued that Islanders are part of extensive trans-local networks. I 
described how identities are made up of a variety of different persons and places and can be 
transferred through commodities. This may seem to imply that people can have multiple geographical 
homes. However, it does not necessarily follow that one has multiple homes even while one’s identity 
is composed of many different peoples and places. Home in one sense seems to denote a sense of 
belonging and acceptance, and despite being composed of a place and people one may feel a sense 
of alienation in these locations (Maron & Connell, 2008; Small, 2011). Return migrants in many 
instances do not feel at home in these locations they have long left behind, which may tarnish the idea 
of these places as being homes. Yet despite this alienation, relationships with rural islands of origin as 
homes have been shown to have a continued relevance especially among international migrants and 
urban villagers alike due to their traditional significance, especially in relation to personal and kinship 
networks (Hulkenberg, 2015; Keck & Schieder, 2015; Small, 2011). To untie the complex Oceanic 
concept of home, I detail here how migrants have reconnected with home as described in the 
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ethnographic return migration literature. Most of this literature focuses on international migrants 
reconnecting with home. This is in the form of international migrants reconnecting to their nation, 
primarily in urban centres (Small, 2011), with some focusing on international second generation return 
migrants (Lee, 2004, 2016, 2017), and a few concerned with international reconnections with rural 
villages (Maron & Connell, 2008).  
This literature that follows is broadly relevant to the experience of urban villagers returning 
to their rural island of origin, as in the case of Tomasi and Joni. I argue, however, that the key 
difference is that urban villagers have never left the country. These urban villagers have produced a 
new home with an urban form of vakavanua in this national context that these international migrants 
have not. International migrants are undoubtedly able to create ethnic communities in their 
international destinations, but these are very different in context to that of the urban village. 
Hulkenburg (2015), for instance, shows how Fijian military personnel and their families can produce 
and sustain Fijian communities and ways of life in the UK. My point here is that the urban village is 
situated in the overarching national context, which much more closely sustains the idea of a rural 
home. This context includes village-type spatiality, agricultural practice, and perhaps most importantly 
the reformation of kin and the ensuing obligations and exchanges. The relationship urban villagers 
have to their rural islands of origin, therefore, have meaningfully different contexts, purposes, and 
outcomes compared to these international migrants. The literature of international migrants 
connecting with rural islands of origin will show that rural homes are fundamentally connected to a 
sense of social, cultural, and personal relatedness that in many ways transcends belonging (Jones, 
2016a, 2016b; Lindstrom, 2012). I will argue that in the context of urban villages, journeys to rural 
islands of origin are directed to further imbuing the urban village and city with traditional significance. 
This to some extent involves social, cultural, and mythological relatedness to their home island; 
however, it is more directed towards building their sense of belonging in the urban environment and 
its status as their primary home. 
 Small’s (2011) ethnographic work concerning the migration of Tongans to the United States 
and the subsequent return of first and second generation migrants back to the village was a catalyst 
for more in-depth thinking regarding return migrations in Oceania. Her work focused primarily upon 
Tongan diasporic mobilities and continued identification of international migrants with rural 
homelands and peoples. She illustrated ethnographic cases studies of Tongans who had migrated to 
the United States returning to Tonga for ceremonial and cultural reconnecting experiences, and how 
they interrelated with place and kin they had left behind. Her analysis is situated in a period where 
the sustainability of remittance ties in the MIRAB model was being questioned, and this fundamentally 
informs the direction of her analysis. She detailed how return migrants contributed to and experience 
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rural homes as places that are fundamentally affected by transnational labour migration and reliance 
on remittance exchanges. Return migrants observed the lack of maintenance of properties by 
absentees, the (mis)fortunes of those who stayed behind based on whether they can access 
remittances from those who have left, and the very evident cultural differences between those who 
have returned with those who were left behind. There was a recognition by these outward migrating 
Tongans that Tonga represented an inferior position in terms of social and economic mobility in this 
context. Small makes clear in this analysis that the aspirations of social and economic mobility of the 
Tongans who had migrated to America were not necessarily divorced from aspirations to contribute 
to kinship relations and build on their Tongan identities. However, the upward mobility experienced 
in the United States has shifted these migrants’ narratives and senses of home beyond the borders of 
Tonga and their village. This did not necessarily stop the flow of remittances between America and 
Tonga in their transnational corporation of kin, or feelings of attachment to the village and kin, but it 
did discourage them from permanently returning to their rural home beyond these ceremonial and 
cultural visits. The kinship and family connections that remained, however, still fundamentally 
characterised the island as a form of home.  
Maron and Connell (2008) have expanded on the experience of Tongan return migrants after 
periods of time in developed countries as either students, seasonal workers, or tradespeople. They 
state that a key motivation for return migration was to contribute much-needed skills and expertise 
learnt in their migration destinations back to their home villages. There was an underlying compulsion 
for these migrants to return home to serve Tonga despite forgoing the higher incomes and 
opportunities they experienced in America. Other reasons cited include the desire for children born in 
the United States to acquire Tongan values and customs in the village context, as well as family 
obligations of care. Maron and Connell’s (2008) study also contextualised a different subset of 
migrants who knew they were more temporary due to policies affecting Tongan emigration from the 
1980s onwards. Migrants, for instance, were more likely to return home due to the issuing of 
temporary rather than permanent visas. These temporary migrants retained their sense of home in 
regards to their rural villages as they knew they would always be “returning home”. Maron and 
Connell (2008) illustrate here that there are stronger compulsions to return permanently by choice, 
or that for many that return would be inevitable. Their analysis, therefore, focuses more on how these 
migrants deal with permanently returning to the village after acquiring and leaving places with higher 
levels of social and economic mobility. Maron and Connell (2008) argue that returning migrants were 
expected to contribute more to community and church because of the assumption that they had been 
able to accumulate wealth. These migrants also experienced difficulties in communicating with those 
who had never migrated as they could not relate to or visualise the places they had been to. This 
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caused fundamental divisions in the village as return migrants juggled different sets of obligations and 
identities. This makes their connection to the village more challenging, yet it retained its status as a 
home through national and personal duty as well as obligation. 
Lee (2004, 2016, 2017) further analyses the experience of another subset of return migrants 
in the form of second generation return migrant students. Lee describes the rationale of parents 
sending their children to Tonga to experience an island way of life that they are not able to experience 
in their destination countries. Parents typically initiate this cultural experience because of a perceived 
lack of Tongan values and morals within their children, which are expressed through bad behaviour. 
It was admitted by the children in Lee’s study that this bad behaviour included joining gangs, underage 
smoking and drinking, and truancy. It was believed by parents that time in Tonga, and in particular 
time in Tongan schools, would “straighten out” their children through discipline and the forming of 
affective bonds with kin and culture. For many of these second generation return students, Tongan 
high schools posed confronting challenges. In interviews with return students, Lee details levels of 
physical bullying and acts aimed at alienating them as inauthentic Tongans. This included beatings on 
the rugby field and the theft of personal belongings. For many of these students, this caused intense 
unhappiness, especially during the initial months of their arrival. As time progressed, many of these 
students, through certain trials of fire and social/cultural adaption became accepted by other students 
as well as by extended family looking after them. Being acknowledged and accepted by other Tongans 
proved to be a sign to them that they were becoming authentically Tongan, and this was profoundly 
important to these second generation return students. In many ways, these students willingly 
embraced the Tongan way of life and recognised the positive impact that it has on their life, as this 
was fundamentally their path back home to their parents. Yet, in a sense, as a life-impacting 
experience, Tonga also became a home and part of their identity.  
This literature highlights how the concept of home is connected to an idea of relatedness with 
kin and place (Olwig, 2007). Home for many of these migrants is embedded in the interconnecting 
networks that tie them to rural places, such as Tongan migrants who had left parents and siblings 
behind by migrating (Small, 2011). Homes are also defined to varying degrees through ethnicity based 
on expectations of who they are and where they have come from. This can be based on national ethnic 
beliefs, such as what it means to be a second generation Tongan student (Lee, 2004, 2016, 2017) or a 
return Tongan migrant with a sense of national duty and pride (Maron & Connell, 2008). However, 
these homes can over time become places of abstract identification as these migrants become more 
closely associated with the peoples and places in their new destinations (Maron & Connell, 2008; 
Small, 2011). The preceding literature hints at this sort of abstraction of place and identity as they are 
confronted with challenges that they are not accustomed to. This begs the question of whether these 
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are return migrations in the sense that they are returning home, or whether they are undertaking a 
journey to a home with cultural and social importance, but also with a substantially altered meaning 
(Kempf, 2017). The changing meaning of home throughout a migrant’s lifespan, and thus this notion 
of return, is in particular exhibited by the peoples of Banabas.  
Kempf (2017) details the destruction and forced removal of Banabans from their rural home 
island by the British colonial administrations in the post-World War II period to carry out prosperous 
mining. These Banabans were relocated to Rabi Island in Fiji, where they previously had no social or 
cultural attachment. While these migrants created a cohesive community on Rabi, many Banabans 
strived for the reoccupation of Banabas in the 1970s and relocated to the island. These migrants took 
solace in taking the first steps in returning the island to its original state. However, for many migrants, 
Rabi had become their home, especially for the children of these Banaban migrants, and decided to 
stay in Rabi. Since the advent of national borders that put Banabas in the jurisdiction of Kiribati, some 
of these migrants choose to return home to its urban capital, Tarawa, to occupy land and take up 
bureaucratic positions rather than returning to their rural island of origin. This diffuse spread of 
Banabans across Oceania makes it difficult to define where their home lies. The movements of these 
Banabans who migrated to Tawara, in the current age of global warming that threatens to submerge 
the island, provides insights into their attitudes towards home and the notion of return. 
Overwhelmingly these migrants did not return to Banabas, but went back to Rabi where they had built 
their community after their first forced removal. Kempf (2017) illustrates here how the direction of 
returning home can be reversed depending on context. In the Banaban case, returning home at 
various stages of this migratory lifespan included returning to the urbanised centre of Tawara that was 
only connected to Banabas through the arbitrary drawing of national borders. It also included an island 
that equally held little traditional value in Rabi but which had been built into a home through processes 
of relatedness and placemaking. This did not sever the personal connections to Banabas, and some 
did return to the island and call it their home; however, for most this concept of a rural island of origin 
as a home had been abstracted and substituted throughout their migratory lifespan.  
As I exhibited in Tomasi’s story, urban villagers’ relationships with their home island are 
abstracted in the sense that this form of relatedness has been damaged through various forms of exile. 
Just like the Banabans of Rabi, these urban villagers have created a new home by necessity, and as I 
have argued, it is one that reflects an urban form of vakavanua within Fiji. As a result, their home 
which is representative of their social, cultural and personal traditions, is obscured in the sense that 
the urban village now represents this traditional and rural home. Furthermore, it is located in the Fijian 
national context. To urban villagers, rural islands are therefore not necessarily viewed as singular 
socio-cultural bastions that international migrants perceive them to be. This challenges this notion of 
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return migration, much like the case of Banabas, and poses interesting challenges when the 
opportunity to reconnect to rural islands arises. I argue in following sections that the journeys that 
urban villagers such as Tomasi and Joni take back to rural islands of origin are not for the express 
purpose of establishing permanent residence, socio-culturally reintegrating into life on the island, or 
reconnecting with tradition. These journeys, rather, are directed towards further imbuing the urban 
village and city with traditional significance, as we have seen throughout the other chapters of this 
thesis. For urban villagers, returns to the island, therefore, represent something much different in the 
sense that they perhaps should not be defined as return migrations and perhaps not as migrations 
home. They should be defined by their capacity to contribute to place making processes across their 
trans-local community, especially in the Melanesian urban environment.   
Avoiding Island Socialities 
To begin our journey, Tomasi and I boarded the cargo boat heading to the Lauan islands in the 
morning. We took an overwhelming amount of supplies with us that included the large sack of clothing 
for sale on the island I previously mentioned, mosquito coils, supplies of bulk food such as rice, milk 
powder, onions, and spices. Josivini and Tomasi urged that we take our cooking stove and a series of 
cooking pots and utensils to cook our meals rather than relying upon others in the village. I was not 
able to purchase these as I had purchased the return boat ticket for Tomasi and I, as well as Joni who 
would be later joining us, and six weeks’ worth of food. As I later found out, this request foreshadowed 
the series of obligations we would be entangled in by relying upon kin on the island. It also revealed 
the lack of trust on the part of the family that we would be adequately cared for and how tenuous or 
unfamiliar those links to island kin were. More importantly, it also revealed Tomasi’s preference to 
avoid these obligations. Our cargo was placed in the hold, and we moved to the top deck to see the 
rest of the family, who were waiting down below on the dock to see us off. While we waited for the 
boat to set off, Tomasi lobbed coins down below to Samu, one of the younger boys. Save wanted coins 
to participate in the low stakes youth gambling that had defined the urban village in the preceding 
holiday months of December and January. Each time Tomasi lobbed a coin, it hit the concrete and ran 
off in an errant direction with Save chasing behind it. Some of the coins would roll into a crowded 
group of people also waiting for the boat to leave. The act of throwing the coins down to the dock 
across the water was symbolic that Tomasi’s obligations of care and to place were directed at Suva 
and the urban village. Even before we had left the port of Suva, this was abundantly evident. 
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 After the overnight journey, sleeping on the deck of the cargo ship, we saw the island at dawn. 
The boat docked on the only pier on the island where Tomasi’s father’s village was located. When we 
arrived and retrieved our belongings from the hold, we immediately took refuge in a structure 
reserved for Tomasi’s kinship lineage to sleep after a restless journey. This structure could not be 
considered a house in the sense that it was far too large to be a house. It more resembled a meeting 
hall. The structure was conspicuously empty and had not seen any use or upkeep for some time. We 
arranged for some mattresses to be lent to us to sleep. This dilapidated state of the structure made 
more sense when Tomasi told me how he was invited to return to the island. He told me that his 
father, before meeting Tomasi’s mother, had been married previously and had several children in this 
marriage. The children from this marriage were much older and had first rights to land on the island 
and had occupied it throughout his lifetime. This in part was a contributing factor to Tomasi’s original 
and continued exile due to a lack of land to distribute between him and his brothers. Since the death 
of all of his elder half-brothers, however, there has been nobody to cultivate the land of his kin. Most 
of the sons of Tomasi’s half-brothers migrated to urban areas of Fiji of their own volition and had not 
carried on agricultural practices. It has therefore been the chief’s strategy to ask for exiled kin to return 
to the island to cultivate this land. Tomasi has been the only one to answer this call, and he made his 
first return to the island in 2015. As a result, what had originally had been a structure to house a 
prolonged line of extended kin has been reduced to a monument of its demise. There seemed to be 
Figure 9: Tossing coins to family from ship deck 
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only one relative that Tomasi had in his paternal village, a man called Vuki who was tasked with caring 
for us during our time in the village.  
 Vuki was our lifeline on the island. He provided a place for us to eat our breakfasts and dinners, 
which always included seafood due to his daily routine of diving for crabs and shellfish. He also 
provided more intangible knowledge about how to interact with others. In particular, he advised 
Tomasi on how to conduct a ceremonial exchange with the chief on the day after our arrival, as well 
as ask permission for me to carry out research in the village. He also advised us not to eat food from 
others in the village due to the threat of sorcery that may be conducted on our food. This was 
especially feared considering the circumstances of Tomasi’s return as well as my status as an outsider. 
We were told of multiple stories of inhabitants of the island over-stepping their traditional rights to 
land and the consequences they faced through sorcery. We were able to meet one of these victims, 
who had large patches of his hair missing with the skin of his scalp being damaged. He told us that one 
day as he was walking along the beach he found a discarded cap, which he later found out was 
deliberately left there for him to pick up. The cap had supposedly been tampered with by a sorcerer 
who believed he had started cultivating crops on land that was not his. After wearing the cap for the 
day he started to become inflicted with an ailment that robbed him of most of his hair. Vuki was 
particularly worried of similar sorcery being conducted on us because since 2015 Tomasi had begun 
to recultivate the land of his kin, and intended to work on it during this trip, which may not be 
favourably looked upon by others in the village. Indeed, I did succumb to a facial bacterial infection 
and a parasitic invasion that were considered potential acts of sorcery.  
 Despite having Vuki as a generous host, Tomasi and I moved to his mother’s village in a way 
that somewhat mirrored the events of Tomasi’s past childhood. It was deemed that the village was 
not receptive to our presence. This was decided after Tomasi had inspected the land that he started 
to maintain in 2015 that lay not far from the village. He noticed that the land had been the home for 
grazing cattle and pigs while he had been away. While he could not discount the possibility of the land 
being damaged by wild pigs, he believed the fences he constructed to protect certain areas were 
strong enough to prevent the entry of wild animals. He believed the destruction was deliberately 
carried out by other villagers in his father’s village, and that he may find more success by starting to 
cultivate on his land that was closer to his mother’s village. In Tomasi’s mother’s village we found an 
equally receptive host in Biu who Tomasi described as being part of the work team that took it in terms 
to work each other’s land when he arrived in 2015. Indeed, Tomasi felt much happier in his mother’s 
village and had more affectionate relationships with his “cousin-brothers” in the village. Relationships 
with elders in the village seemed to be more strained in the sense that he did not have the right to 
return to the village and was regarded as unwelcome. As Tomasi later described, this was one of the 
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primary reasons why the last time he was on the island he camped on his piece of land closer to his 
mother’s village and only visited the village on the weekend. Again we moved back to Tomasi’s father’s 
village for the last part of our journey, in part because of elder attitudes, but also in part to welcome 
Joni onto the island.  
 The experience of Tomasi in both villages exhibited how his time on the island was not 
necessarily aimed at rebuilding lost kinship relationships. In Vuki and Biu he found friendly and 
generous companions to spend time with; however, these were exceptions rather than the rule. While 
there were no open hostilities, the distance between Tomasi and other villagers was highly evident as 
he avoided attempts of sorcery and over-socialisation. This was subtly veiled in the sense that even 
during events where there were large congregations of people in kava circles, Tomasi would take a 
back position out of the limelight, not only for respect as a recent returnee but to avoid over-
participation and visibility. I was often thrust forward into prime positions, as I had uncomfortably 
become accustomed to in the urban village, and to my dread due to my distaste for kava. On the 
island, it was different in the sense that I felt as if I was a diversionary tactic for Tomasi to avoid become 
entangled in island socialities. From this, I started to believe the real reason for Tomasi’s visit to the 
island was directly related to his land and connection to ancestors. On multiple occasions, Tomasi 
pined to build a cinderblock house outside of both either village on his land, so that he could stay in it 
on his visits. This was a fantasy in the sense that it could not realistically happen, but it did reveal how, 
for Tomasi, the Lauan Island was a home in the sense of reconnecting with ancestors and land, and 
not to reintegrate into the sociality of the island. Tomasi always intended to return to Veitiri, but he 
would return with a greater connection to and appreciation for ancestors and land. As we will see 
through Joni’s experience of the Lauan Island, Tomasi had also intended to retain this spiritual and 
mythological connection to the island through his son.   
Second Generation Youth Engagement with Home 
In the weeks preceding the journey to the island, Joni had returned to the household after spending 
time in the settlement of Quaia, the abandoned house, and a various assortment of locations across 
Suva. It is unknown what precipitated his return to the urban village; however the concern of Tomasi 
and Josivini was evident during his time away, as shown by their multiple efforts to search for him 
across Suva. Their concern remained as he returned noticeably altered from who he was after he had 
left. He was not the child that Viliame and Josivini (as well as myself) regarded him as who liked to 
fish, play rugby, and laugh with the other youth in the village. Rather, he was increasingly agitated, 
which they suspected to be due to “glue sniffing”. He was more aggressive, physical tormenting his 
younger brothers and Lilieta. This gave the household a foreboding and paranoid atmosphere during 
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the weeks that he returned. Lilieta, in particular, needed to hide her phones and cash to prevent it 
from getting stolen. In this household atmosphere, Tomasi and Josivini started grasping for solutions 
for what had quickly become an untenable situation. As I have noted, the resources that I was able to 
offer provided the opportunity to go back to the island that they otherwise may not have been able 
to afford. What he was to do on the island had not been initially decided, and only through a prolonged 
process that included the time we were on the island together was it decided between Tomasi, 
Josivini, and Joni that he would go back to school. How that decision was reached was in part decided 
based on how Joni engaged and adapted to a home that he had never previously visited before. The 
decision was made to serve his gentle integration to the island best. However, as I will also argue here, 
his island integration through schooling became part of Tomasi’s strategy to protect him from village 
socialities and to set him up to have his primary relationship with the island to be with land and not 
the village.  
Before Tomasi and me leaving for the island, Tomasi had envisioned Joni working his land in a 
working group that he was a part of in 2015. This was logical given that the context of Tomasi’s 
relationship with the island was to provide a continued and ever-present connection to the mythology 
and tradition of the ancestors with which it was imbued. This would, however, entail that Joni would 
need to live in the village. There were signs from the outset of Joni’s arrival that being based in either 
villages would be troublesome based on Joni’s lack of knowledge on how to act in the village, which 
marked him as a youth of the city. One incident, in particular, embodied this over all others. During 
dinner at Vuki’s house, Vuki’s very young daughter found a hand-rolled cigarette on the floor and held 
it up to show her mother. The mother called “mai”, to come and give it to her. On the infant’s long, 
slow journey to her mother, Joni intercepted her and grabbed the cigarette out of her hand. The 
mother’s outstretched hand dropped. Joni then went over to the fireplace, took a piece of wood with 
some embers on it, put the cigarette to his lips and lit it. He then sat down against a wall in the house 
and started smoking it. There was an unmistakable silence and awkwardness in the room. I looked 
over to Tomasi and saw him mutter under his breath “Joni…” in an embarrassed way. The next day 
when Tomasi and I were alone, I asked him about the incident. He responded that he “pulled” the 
cigarette “city style”. This “pulling” was acceptable in the abandoned house as a means of generalised 
sociality to foster a shared brotherhood, and as I have argued it was part of a youth-based version of 
urban vakavanua. On the island, however, such behaviour showed a disrespect for the traditional 
hierarchy that was not acceptable. From this and similar behaviour, the idea of living in either village 
and cultivating nearby land dissipated. 
After this incident, Tomasi became more receptive to Josvini’s idea of sending Joni to school. 
Josivini had always wanted Joni to return to school as she believed this would keep him out of trouble 
142 
 
through discipline and the acquisition of higher education. Indeed, Joni joined the school after Tomasi 
and I left the island through Vuki’s help. Josivini expressed much pride and sent numerous gifts and 
food to him, as previously mentioned. I was, however, initially very surprised at Tomasi’s change in 
stance, as additional schooling was not a scenario he had previously entertained. In his talks with 
Josivini back in the urban village he stated that it would be too expensive, and indeed the household 
did experience a period of financial strain afterwards with all the supplies Josivini was sending to the 
island. I slowly began to see that this change in stance was not only made out of necessity based on 
Joni’s behaviour in the village but was one that fit with Tomasi’s motives of reconnecting with the 
island. First, the school was a boarding school located in the largest village on the island and prohibited 
students from going to other villages apart from on holidays. Secondly, after Joni had joined the 
school, his favourite subject was agricultural studies, which was undoubtedly encouraged by Tomasi. 
This shielded Joni from village socialities while giving him the skills to take up agriculture on his land 
at a later date.  
By Tomasi’s admission, he saw Joni’s future as being heavily involved in agriculture on his land 
after he graduated. Like himself, he did not envision Joni becoming engrained and restricted within 
village socialities. Rather, he saw him as a producer who would mediate exchanges back to Suva that 
would keep him personally tied to the city. These exchanges could be made through the networks of 
the urban village, in particular through a stall at the local market where customer loyalties and 
preferences were based on personal connection. For Tomasi, Joni’s return to the island was as much 
about place-making in the urban village and wider urban environment through commodity and 
personhood exchanges. For him, Joni’s return to the island was less about discipline and connection 
to village kin but was oriented more towards legitimising the urban village as home. Joni also seemed 
to buy into this, as he told me of his plans to remain on the island indefinitely. Since the conclusion of 
my fieldwork in Fiji, Tomasi continues to visit the island frequently. It is clear that these frequent 
journeys are to establish a track record of land ownership and to ready the land for Joni after his 
graduation. This is to ensure that his envisioned future for Joni becomes a reality. In the meantime, 
Tomasi is doing everything within his power to keep Joni on the island and in school, while shielding 
him from village socialities.  
I can only speculate what home will come to mean to Joni, but it was clear in the mere weeks 
that we were there, and through the correspondences, I made with him while back in the urban village, 
that he was experiencing significant alienation. Other students stole all of his possessions, and he had 
no host to look out for him in the village where the school was located. Lee (2016, 2017) states, many 
students eventually become accepted through trials of fire such as these or cultural adaption. If this 
cultural integration occurs it may undermine Tomasi’s vision; on the other hand, there is the real 
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threat that a lack of integration may also backfire by encouraging Joni to leave the island altogether. 
It may even preclude him from partaking in agricultural practices on Tomasi’s land by village heads. 
Again, Kempf (2017) reminds us, however, that meanings of home change drastically across the 
lifespan of a migrant. Just as migrants can become progressively ingrained in the socialities of 
developed countries or urban areas, the reverse can also be true. It is in the realm of possibility that 
Joni may become increasingly distant to the urban village as his life becomes entrenched on the island, 
and thus the ideas of “return migration” may reverse to the urban village. The potential outcomes for 
how Joni engages with the concept of home are highly dependent on his agency (Lee, 2016). As we 
have seen, Joni was able to foster his sense of home in Suva due to the freedom of mobility and place 
creation the city allowed. It is yet to be seen whether this will be possible under conservative island 
norms, school discipline, and the subtle restrictions and directions that Tomasi places on him. I find it 
likely that if Joni remains on the island, he will remain tied the urban village under these 
circumstances, while slowly but surely integrated into island socialities.   
Conclusion 
The migration histories and journeys to rural islands of urban villagers such as Tomasi and Joni can tell 
us a lot about how they feel about both rural islands and urban villages as a home. Tomasi’s experience 
of alienation on the Lauan islands exhibited echoes of the conditions that had exiled his family to the 
urban village. Furthermore, the way he engaged with the island was not aimed at breaking this 
alienation. His aim was not to reintegrate with the sociality of the island, as is commonly expressed in 
the return migration literature. Rather, Tomasi’s engagement with the island reflected his 
substantially altered concept of home over the time he had been in the urban village and based on his 
history with the island. Its traditional and mythological importance remained, especially tied to land; 
however, its social importance had all but eroded. Home had become firmly entrenched in the social 
relationships and the reconstituted kinship relationships and urban forms of vakavanua expressed in 
the urban village. Engagement with his rural island of origin primarily served to legitimise the urban 
village as a place of tradition through personhood and commodity exchanges. The family’s plans to 
send Joni to the island were moulded by Tomasi to create a link to land and tradition that would 
persistently reaffirm this legitimisation of the urban village as a place of traditional significance. From 
these engagements with the island, it is clear that the island holds considerable importance in the 
formation of home within urban villagers’ trans-local networks. However, it is the urban village that is 
their enduring and permanent home.  
I detailed previously how Lolobo and Lomaiviti kinship groups created narratives of land 
ownership that imbued the urban village with a traditional significance that land in the urban 
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environment alone did not hold. The Lomakalou kinship group’s sense of ownership stemmed from 
their relationship with the nearby urban native village of Lomakalou, which was generally recognised 
by itaukeis as having traditional ownership over the land before urban colonial land alienations. Many 
individually exiled families that have come to live in the urban village exhibit high levels of participation 
in communality and sociality that build on the forms of urban vakavanua that it seeks to produce. 
Without any conceivable narratives that Lau and Kadavu kinship groups have in the urban village, 
these personhood and commodity exchanges served to fulfil a similar role of imbuing the urban village 
with traditional importance. The engagement of settlers like Tomasi, whose aim in his rural island of 
origin was to legitimise the urban village as a place of traditional significance, show that this is a 
commonly strived-for goal and that it occurs in a variety of forms. Just like these other strategies, this 
imbuing of the urban village is part of an overarching ethnic project to reclaim the city (Jones, 2016a, 
2016b). For these settlers, and in particular for Tomasi and the Lau and Kadavu kinship groups, this is 
a critical project considering the social distance and alienation urban villagers experience in their rural 
islands of origin. This ethnic project serves to protect the only home that these urban villagers have. 
This has numerous implications. The first is that there needs to be a continued investigation 
into what return migration and home mean to a range of migrants that includes, but is not restricted 
to, urban villagers. The experience of Tomasi and Joni show that their journey to the Lauan islands 
was not to socially and culturally re-engage with their home island. Their reconstitution of kinship 
relationships within the Fijian national context, and the circumstances of how they left the island 
seemed to diminish this motivation. Their alternative motivations for returning to rural islands of 
origin, and outside of the context of remittance and MIRAB economies, needs to be explored. The 
second implication is that, again, the urban village has a far greater significance to its residents than 
is historically portrayed by the Melanesian government as a place of traditional and social importance. 
It is a refuge not only regarding shelter and livelihood, but a bastion where itaukei ways of life and 
being can be pursued. How Melanesian governments interact with urban villages through policy and 
in practice need to account for this. Lastly, the rapidly increasing urbanisation of Melanesia is 
threatening to eradicate this singular and enduring home that may exclude itaukei ways of living and 
being from the urban environment. If this persists, how urban villagers such as Tomasi and the rest of 
his family pursue a life in the city needs to be investigated in the future. If Tomasi’s story is any 
indication, however, and along with the stories of many other urban villagers, these urban villagers 
will continue to strive to reproduce the social conditions for an urban vakavanua to exist in the 
Melanesian city, despite the overwhelming commercial forces that seem to oppose them.  
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9. Conclusion: Urban Oceania Outlook 
This thesis has explored how tradition and urbanism have been reconciled in the rapidly urbanising 
context of Suva, Fiji. In particular, I explored how the residents of Veitiri urban village continued to 
reproduce place and sociality in response to the pressures of urbanisation. These pressures of 
urbanisation were visibly apparent in Veitiri during my fieldwork. Like many urban villages across Fiji 
and Oceania, Veitiri was commercially developed by formal landowners. This development rearranged 
the settlement spatially, socially and culturally in ways that threatened the reproduction of tradition 
that was occurring in the settlement. Throughout this thesis, I have shown how Veitiri residents 
competed with local authorities, firms, other social agents, and even each other over the future of the 
settlement in a “field of residential affairs”. This involved compromises and concessions on behalf of 
the residents. They were forced to accept smaller plots of land to live on, the gridded arrangement of 
the plots, relocation to other parts of the settlement, the destruction of agricultural and personal 
lands with bulldozers, the dismantling of infrastructures, and the influx of settlers from other urban 
villages. However, I have argued throughout this thesis that in response to these imposed changes, 
Veitiri residents continually adapted place and sociality in ways that accommodated these changes 
while maintaining the traditional and personal significance of the settlement. They actively reconciled 
tradition and urbanism into an urban vakavanua that defied the challenges that urbanisation posed. 
To conclude I ask whether this reconciliation is sustainable. Will tradition continue to adapt to the 
pressures that urbanisation poses?  
Urban Land Tenure 
One of the primary challenges that the formal development posed for Veitiri residents was that it 
stripped the urban village of its traditional importance rooted in history. The acceptance of formal 
land rights and development of the settlement by local authorities disregarded the unjust alienation 
of land during the colonial period. Veitiri residents saw this as a betrayal by the government and in 
particular the misappropriation, or complete indifference towards vakavanua, way of the land (1999). 
In response to this many residents were involved in a project to assert the traditional ownership of 
land of the settlement. This involved producing narratives that connected past ancestors to the urban 
land of Veitiri. Many of these narratives were produced by the multiple different kinship groups that 
resided in Veitiri. Two narratives, in particular, invoked ikovukovu land ownership. This form of land 
ownership was emphasised for two reasons. First, it formed highly personal connections to land that 
linked back to historical ancestors of current residents. Second, it challenged the alienation of urban 
land based on the notion that ikovukovu land ownership was not historically recognised by the Fijian 
government. The construction of these narratives challenged the effect of the urban development 
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that stripped Veitiri of all its historical and personal significance. The construction of these narratives 
was an assertion to their current and historical “right to the city” (2015). 
 The way these narratives were constructed was highly collaborative between residents. While 
the narratives overlapped and contradicted one another, they also borrowed certain information from 
one another. In particular, information from formal documents such as land title deeds, maps, and 
development plans was distributed across the settlement and was subsequently appropriated into 
each kinship group’s narratives. Each kinship group cross-referenced such formal documents with 
their narratives and traditional resources such as kinship lineages. The appropriation of these 
documents involved highly spiritual narrative construction sessions in which connections to ancestors 
could reveal the document’s truth. This process of incorporating documents into land ownership 
narratives ensured that connections to land were personalised and not arbitrary, and indeed this led 
to instances of resident conflict in the settlement. Resident’s vied to control the narrative of the 
settlement. However, I also argue that this process of sharing also had a solidifying effect against the 
residential co-operative and local government. The sharing of documents unified residents around the 
notion of illegal alienation of land. This combination of spiritual connection and counter-hegemonic 
interpretation of documents affected the manner in which these documents were shared. In 
particular, mobile phones were not used due to the potential of the mobile to interfere with spiritual 
connection, as well as the threat of political surveillance.  
These narrative constructions reveal that residents were competing with formal authorities, 
and themselves, over the history of the settlement in the “field of residential affairs”. Yet, these 
narrative constructions also occurred at the same time as the settlement was spatially and socially 
rearranged. During my time in the settlement almost all of these settlers had been forced to relocate 
to other parts of the settlement and by extension were also forced to accept the formal land tenure 
narrative. This delegitimised their narratives on a formal level. However, I argue that these narratives 
continue to comprise underlying insurgent citizenship against formal land regulation. This continues 
to impact the production of place in the urban village. Residents remain loyal to the tenets of 
vakavanua rooted in land, and this translates into the continued production of place in the urban 
village as well as other urban places. In particular, the informal traditional land tenure narratives, and 
connection to Lomakalou village continue to be abided by Veitiri urban village residents. Adherence 
to these narratives will continue to sustain traditional relationships in the area. In particular, it has 
only seemed to solidify kinship relationships within and between urban villages connected to these 
narratives.  There is a social infrastructure that is directed to reproducing vakavanua despite the 
political legitimisation of formal land tenure. Through this, I argue that traditional and formal land 
tenure uneasily co-exist side by side in the Fijian context.    
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 It is important to note that by the end of my fieldwork the residential development had not 
reached its conclusion. The spatial rearrangement had not been completed, roads had not been 
sealed, and formal land tenure for the residents of Veitiri had not been given. It is possible that the 
continued social and spatial rearrangement of the settlement may impact how these land ownership 
narratives are collectively constructed. New residential arrangements may break the communicative 
ties between kinship groups through which this information is shared and interpreted. Grid-like 
spatiality with the presence of fences and the influx of new residents with no ties to urban lands may 
prevent information flows. The destruction of traditionally important land such as the island, the 
surrounding waterways, and agricultural grounds may prevent spiritual connection to ancestors. 
Similarly, the increased pervasiveness of technology and infrastructure that enters the settlement 
along with the development may also invade the atmosphere where spiritual connections to land free 
of fears of political surveillance can be made. In this sense tradition and more intensified urbanism 
may struggle to be reconciled in this context. How tradition and urbanism were reconciled in the 
beginning stages of the reformatting of Veitiri infrastructures and urban space hints at these future 
challenges.  
Urban Infrastructures and Spaces 
At the outset of my fieldwork, I found that electricity infrastructures of Veitiri reflected the traditional 
sociality of vakavanua. There was an informal infrastructural assemblage that consisted of wires, 
spaces, relationships, and traditional norms that improbably facilitate settlement-wide electricity 
access and sharing. These infrastructural assemblages culminated as spaces of electricity sharing. 
These spaces not only provided access to electricity to a majority of its residents but facilitated the 
production of traditional identities in the urban context. During my time in Veitiri, this infrastructural 
assemblage changed radically prompted by urban development. Bulldozers destroyed these spaces of 
electricity access causing residents to rebuild the infrastructural assemblages anew. The 
infrastructural assemblage that emerged in its place reflected the commodification of social and 
economic relationships that the development enforced. Informal power grids were constructed that 
connected wires to a select group of houses in ways that excluded and commoditised it as a resource. 
This broke the currents of identity that previously flowed through its informal infrastructural 
assemblage and the alternative form of urbanism that was being created in the process. Through the 
manipulation of the informal infrastructural assemblage in the process of urban development, a socio-
political form of urbanism was installed antithetical to the vision of the settlement’s residents. This 
revealed that this reconciliation between tradition and urbanism were not necessarily stable as the 
development progressed forward.  
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  Urban space outside of the urban village similarly started to be reformatted in ways that 
weakened the possibility for tradition and urbanism to continue to be reconciled. I detailed in 
particular how urban male youth were able to occupy inner city spaces to explore youth based urban 
adaptations of vakavanua. These male youth viewed the city as a place of endless opportunity and 
wealth. They saw it as a “magic city”.  Furthermore, they used the traditional exchange practice of 
kerekere to access much of its wealth. In a central abandoned house, they were able to pickpocket 
each other without impunity and share in each other’s gambling winnings. This reflected an alternative 
amalgamation of urbanism and tradition than that expressed in urban villages. It was through the 
social infrastructure of the urban village that these male youth met, and these practices incubated. I 
argued that it was through the social infrastructures of urban villages that such combinations of 
tradition and urbanism could be explored and spread to other parts of the city. However, these spaces 
are similarly being formatted by processes of urbanisation. In particular, these male youth are often 
arrested or given fines due to the illegal occupation of the property. Their movements in popular 
hangout destinations are also monitored by local police posts. These youth expressed that this 
surveillance restricted their right to the opportunity of “magic city”. In particular, they noted the 
corruption of police officials and their misappropriation of the vakavanua applied to the law. These 
regimes of social regulation at the time of my fieldwork were weak enough for male youth to navigate. 
However, this continued surveillance of space and movement has the potential to turn “magic city” 
where male youth can combine traditional and urban influences, into a more rigid and regulated 
context.  
 From these examples, I argue that the greatest threat to urban vakavanua is these processes 
that are reformatting the urban assemblage in ways that are antithetical to tradition. In particular, I 
argue that there is a regime that requires urban capital investment and order. This regime is disrupting 
the spaces where combinations of urbanism and tradition can be explored. The current Fijian 
government continues to pursue policies that support an inclusive ethnic definition of what it is to be 
Fijian and capital investment. For itaukei Fijians, this further stimulates an insurgent form of 
citizenship that they wish to implant on the urban landscape, yet it also inhibits their ability to do so. 
Furthermore, political coup has failed to assert staunchly itaukei definitions and approaches to ways 
of life, land tenure, and urbanism. How the social infrastructures of urban villages continue to assert 
an urban form of vakavanua onto the urban landscape, as the parameters of this exploration continue 
to shrink, remains to be seen. Despiteee thiiis, there are also broader inter-island and trans-national 
relationships that can be drawn upon to access and explore vakavanua in the urban context.     
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Exchange and Engagement with Home 
Throughout this thesis, I have paid particular attention to one family with whom I stayed with for the 
duration of my fieldwork. Due to this proximity, I was able to trace a network of exchange connecting 
between the Middle East, Fiji’s second largest island of Vanua Levu, the urban village of Veitiri, and 
the rural Lauan Islands. In this exchange network, I saw monetary resources flow from the Middle East 
through the chain to the Lauan Islands, and traditional wealth items flowing in the opposite direction. 
I argued that the urban village of Veitiri was a node in this network acting as a point where currency 
could be converted into traditional wealth items. On a micro level, this allowed residents of the Veitiri 
to access the monetary resources needed for everyday urban survival. It also allowed residents to 
access traditional wealth items that imbued the settlement with traditional significance as these items 
held the spirits of the people and places from which they came. On a macro level, Veitiri was 
particularly key in holding this network together because it acted as a third party where these 
exchanges between people in different locations could be temporally drawn out. Monetary exchanges 
from overseas which held diminished traditional significance could be moved through the urban 
village converted into traditional wealth items and sent onwards to rural islands. Conducting exchange 
through the urban village allowed for values in traditional reciprocal relationships to be equated. 
Overall, as a nodal point for both monetary currency and traditional wealth items to flow, residents 
of the urban village were able to sustain themselves financially while imbuing urban lands with 
traditional significance.   
 Urbanisation, however, does threaten this system of exchange and therefore both the 
financial and traditional benefits that the urban village receives. As Veitiri was developed I observed 
the destruction of agricultural plots, pig pens alongside waterways, and trees that grew produce such 
as breadfruit. Furthermore, the spaces that held great traditional significance such as the island and 
the waterways were being developed, and their access restricted. As the development continues 
forward, this will severely diminish the urban village as a place of where tradition is produced, stored 
and obtained. Part of the value of the urban village was that it was able to hold traditional wealth 
items such as pigs, produce, and traditional wealth items without their value being diminished. As this 
changes, the delicate exchange eco-system where monetary currency and traditional wealth items 
can be freely exchanged and accessed will be disrupted. As a result, both the flow of monetary 
currency and traditional wealth items into the urban village will also diminish as its purpose as a 
mediator of exchange will be nullified. Currently, the urban village can utilise urban and rural resources 
to access and produce an urban vakavanua; however this will be challenged as the urban landscape 
continues to change. 
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  Despite this, I argue that new strategies are being explored that may keep these exchange 
routes open. In particular, return migration to home islands is seemingly being directed towards 
further imbuing the urban village with traditional significance. In my journey to the Lauan islands with 
Tomasi, and his son Joni, I observed that their engagement with their home island was not to re-
engage with island sociality. Rather I found that Tomasi avoided island sociality and was content to 
cultivate the land that had been left to him, and by extension reconnect with ancestors through this 
land.  This in part was influenced by his initial social exile from the island after his father passed away 
that forcing his mother to move their family to the urban village of Veitiri. However, this preference 
was predominantly motivated by a desire to access tradition on the island to bring it back to the urban 
village. Tomasi’s plans for Joni on the island were similarly to get him involved in agriculture away 
from the island villages. He foresaw that Joni would become a mediator of exchange between the 
Lauan islands and Veitiri; allowing for the flow of traditional wealth items and produce to continue.  
This not only emphasised that the urban village was the primary home Veitiri residents, but that they 
would continue to invent strategies to imbue it with traditional significance continually.  
Urban Oceania Outlook 
 No two urban villages resemble each other across Fiji let alone Oceania. Veitiri provided the 
ideal location to research how tradition and urbanism were being reconciled. The settlement was in a 
peri-urban location that had agricultural grounds and shielded from the rest of the city by bush, yet it 
was also close to all the opportunities and influences the city had to offer. The settlement from the 
time of my arrival was forced to confront encroaching urbanisation as the urban development started 
to reorganise their settlement progressively. This forced residents to balance benefits and costs 
between urbanism and tradition actively. Residents also had inter-city, inter-island, and trans-national 
relationships that gave them access to resources to lead both traditional and urban lives 
simultaneously. Not all urban villages across Fiji and Oceania will resemble Veitiri, but I argue a few 
urban trends across Oceania can be projected from this context.   
 First, Informal urban land tenure and the traditional and historical relationships that it 
supports will likely continue to influence urban sociality and organisation. Even as local authorities 
delegitimised informal land tenure in Veitiri, the social relations and ideas of insurgent citizenship 
were largely preserved. Oceanic urban citizens, like those of Veitiri are driven to reclaim their right to 
the city that has historically been denied to them. Emphasising traditional connections to urban lands 
and the alternate traditional relations it sustains in the urban context is pervasive across many Oceanic 
nations. Second, how the development of physical infrastructures are economically, socially, and 
culturally encoded will in part influence future urban relations. In Veitiri the imposition of 
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commoditised plots of land with boundaries and fences only served to commoditise other resources 
such as the provision of power. This was antithetical to the tenets of vakavanua that previous spaces 
of electricity sharing provided. Urban villages across Oceania are without formal connections to 
power. Greater attention needs to be paid to how the development of infrastructures in these urban 
villages is influencing Oceanic urban sociality. How urban spaces are regulated and encoded will 
similarly determine whether urban forms of tradition are permitted to be freely explored. Thirdly, how 
inter-city, inter-island, and trans-national networks continue to operate or change will also determine 
whether urban residents will be able to access tradition from rural islands, and monetary resources 
from trans-national migrants. Urbanisation may change the delicate eco-systems through which these 
exchanges take place. Transnational migration routes are continuing to open up (especially for 
Melanesia), as well as continued signs of reengagements with home islands. As a result, this exchange 
ecosystem figures to feature prominently for urban development in the future.  In my estimation 
residents of urban villages will continue to reconcile urbanism and tradition in a “field of residential 
affairs” as they have thus far since the independence movement that swept Oceania in the 1960s and 
70s. Yet, there are very real challenges as urbanisation only increases in pace.  
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